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‘Did you go to school?’


The question asked of suspected 
Old Etonians by Old Etonians





PROLOGUE



British playwright Alan Bennett first arrived at Cambridge University in 1951, fresh out of Leeds Grammar School. His most striking memory of his Oxbridge experience was not the colleges’ historic architecture or even the warm greetings from the avuncular dons. No, Bennett’s abiding memory is his first unhappy encounters with something he had never met before – a public schoolboy.


On his return to Cambridge in 2014, Bennett was still irritated and angry at what he witnessed sixty-three years earlier. Speaking to an audience tightly squeezed into King’s College Chapel, he not so fondly recalled:


If the Dons were genial, some of my fellow candidates were less so. That weekend was the first time I had come across public-schoolboys in the mass, and I was appalled. They were loud, self-confident, and all seemed to know one another, shouting down the table to prove it, while also being shockingly greedy. Public-school they might be but they were louts. Seated at long refectory tables beneath the mellow portraits of Tudor and Stuart grandees, neat, timorous and genteel we grammar-schoolboys were the interlopers; these slobs, as they seemed to me, the party in possession.


In March 2016, an unnamed undergraduate writing in Oxford University’s student newspaper Cherwell gives an uncannily similar description of his own encounters with public school alumni. ‘Going to Oxford University from an inner-city comprehensive school,’ he wrote, ‘is like living on another planet, one populated by strange people in bow ties with no concept of what it’s like to live in the real world… People seem surprised in Freshers’ week that you haven’t met their mate Tarquin from St Paul’s, or you didn’t know about Humphrey from Eton’s gap year excursions in Goa.’ The student continues:


this public school network is real, and it affects your life as a student from a state school. Oxford’s famous drinking societies are where this network comes into its element. The most famous of all is the Bullingdon, but Keble College have the ‘dissolved’ Steamers, whose misogynistic antics arguably earned the college the chant: ‘We are Keble, we hate women.’ There’s nothing wrong with a couple of lads going out for a meal, but when these lads all went to public schools, and meet in an all-male dining club, it projects an image of exclusivity that the university is keen to distance itself from. Yet this exclusivity is real, and is perpetuated by the students themselves, dishing out invites only to those who went to the top public schools, leaving those who were not fortunate enough to attend searching for where we fit in this posh puzzle.


Britain’s public schools started life in medieval times as schools for the poor. Closely tied to the church, they found favour as institutions of social mobility which took bright and pious children from their local community to the government of England. But they soon became victims of their own success, hijacked first by the aristocracy and then the merchant middle classes, who had profited so handsomely from the country’s industrial revolution. A premier league of private schools, which educated fewer than 3,000 boys, became the academy of the ruling elite which ruled an empire and waged and won two world wars.


Even as Britain faced its darkest hour, George Orwell urged action against the public schools, saying: ‘It is all too obvious that our talk of “defending democracy” is nonsense while it is a mere accident of birth that decides whether a gifted child shall or shall not get the education it deserves.’1 At the same time the Nazis, waiting patiently across the Channel for the Battle of Britain to be resolved in their favour, were speaking admiringly of the English public schools, where they fully expected to be sending their own privilegierte Kinder. Adolf Hitler had modelled his own elite schools for Führerschaft on the English public school.2 The German invasion booklet even included useful tips on how Nazi parents could put their children’s names down for Eton, although it noted disappointedly that the school was booked up until 1949. Its author was Walter Friedrich Schellenberg, a member of the Nazi high command, who advised his fellow senior officers of the SS: ‘The one half of a per cent of children who attend public schools will eventually occupy about eighty per cent of all important social and political posts.’3


Imagine a world where all the leaders of that world are able to pass on their power directly to their children. These children are plucked from their nurseries and sent to beautiful buildings far away from all the other children. Here they are given all the codes and taught all the skills they will need to wield their parents’ power and protect it for their own children. They are provided with all the teachers they need, the best buildings, the best doctors and the best food. They are introduced to the greatest thinkers and allowed to see and touch the finest art. Each day the children are told that the reason they are here is because they are the brightest and most important children in the world.


Before they are returned to society they are shown how to use secret languages and how to recognise the expressions, manners and countenances of their tribe. To make it easier they are also equipped with a uniform of brogues, blazers and badges. In the outside world they are presented with the best jobs, the grandest houses and most of the money. Through their networks of friends and family they control the government, the army, the police and the City. The leaders tell all their people that everyone is equal and that everyone has the chance of becoming a leader. But this isn’t true because the leaders have made it impossible for the people’s children to become leaders.


Today all the great institutions of state – government, judiciary and military – are run by an elite who have attended private schools. The bankers, hedge-fund managers and financiers who control the money markets in the City went to these schools. Our professions continue to be dominated by privately educated doctors, lawyers and accountants. And the same is true of the country’s fourth great estate, the national newspapers and broadcasters which set the political weather.


The figures speak for themselves. Only 7 per cent of the population attend a private school. Yet private school pupils represent 74 per cent of senior judges, 71 per cent of senior officers in the armed forces, 67 per cent of Oscar winners, 55 per cent of permanent secretaries in Whitehall, 50 per cent of Cabinet ministers and members of the House of Lords, and a third of Russell Group university vice-chancellors.4


Other influential sections of society are similarly affected. Nearly half (44 per cent) of the captains of industry and businessmen and women on the Sunday Times Rich List attended public school. Following closely behind are 43 per cent of newspaper columnists, 36 per cent of cabinet ministers, 33 per cent of MPs and 22 per cent of shadow cabinet ministers. Eton College educated more MPs (twenty) than any other school.5


Even within the rarefied world of private schools, there is another, smaller, more powerful hierarchy. The further up society’s food chain the narrower and more selective the private education background becomes. This is particularly so among the judiciary, often regarded as the guardians of the state. One in seven judges attended one of just five independent schools (Eton, Westminster, Radley, Charterhouse and St Paul’s).


The private school sector has long recognised that the golden ticket to success is a degree from Oxbridge. A cadre of very expensive public schools boast Oxbridge admissions rates as high as 40 per cent. Just twelve private schools in London and the home counties send 500 students to Oxford and Cambridge each year – 7 per cent of all Oxbridge places.6 Most state schools don’t send a single student to Oxbridge.


But these figures are meaningless until you see what damage this unfettered privilege is doing to our country. Our ‘leaders’ have used money and patronage to tightly control access to education so that we now have the biggest ever gap between the richest and the poorest in British history. Britain’s billionaires have seen their net worth more than double since the recession, with the richest 1,000 families now controlling a total of £547 billion. At the same time four million UK citizens are deemed so poor that they are said to be in persistent poverty. If you are born poor in Britain, the chances are that you will die poor.7 Millions of people will go to their graves never knowing there are charities called Eton, Harrow and Charterhouse whose sole purpose is to improve the lives of rich and privileged children.


The American philosopher John Rawls said that a just society is one you would be happy to enter without knowing your social position in advance. Against that measure, can we really claim that Britain is a just society? The widening gap between private schools and ‘bog-standard’ state schools means that a child today has less chance of breaking through the class and career barrier than their grandparents born in the 1950s.8 The subtle networks of the privately schooled help to create a system of self-perpetuating advantage and social immobility.


When David Cameron announced he was resigning from parliament because he considered himself a ‘distraction’, the veil was lifted. The former member for Witney returned to his London club and the grouse moor. His friend and chancellor of the exchequer, George Osborne, capitalised on his position by taking six jobs, including the editorship of a national newspaper. They left Boris Johnson behind in charge of the country’s foreign affairs at a critical moment in the nation’s history. An Eton education teaches bombast, bluster and buffoonery. All harmless in the debating chambers of parliament and on TV game shows, but in the real world, where real lives are at stake, such playfulness can be catastrophic.


We want accountable leaders who understand the problems facing a deeply divided country, not egotists and charlatans who can’t see beyond their own self-interest. Britain crashing out of Europe, the splintering of the Labour Party and an indebted and unbalanced economy are the direct consequence of public schoolboys of all parties playing politics with our lives. So the question must be asked – is the public school system, which for so long has commanded the heights of British society, fit for purpose? Is it helping to bring us closer together to build a fairer society or is it driving us apart?


If you take your children out of the community in which you live then you are no longer part of that community. Children who are educated away from the children next door can never integrate properly. In golden-gated estates, hermetically sealed from the plebeian masses, they are expressly told they are the chosen ones. So when they leave their protected ‘green zones’ and rejoin the world community they are bristling with unconscious prejudice. They are not part of any big society; they are the few who have been programmed to ignore the interests of the many. The time has come to end this corrupt trade in life chances. Because while Britain remains governed by the narrow interests of the public schools there cannot be a true democracy.





PART ONE




SELLING EDUCATION BY THE POUND





In 1540, the year Thomas Cromwell was executed for treason, the two men charged with the procurement of his death, Archbishop of Canterbury Thomas Cranmer and Richard Rich, chancellor of the Court of Augmentations, were deciding whether poor children had the right to be educated alongside the sons of gentlemen.


Rich argued: ‘As for the other, husbandmen’s children, they were more meet, they said, for the plough and to be artificers than to occupy the place of the learned sort. So that they wished none else to be put to school but only gentlemen’s children.’


To this Cranmer replied: ‘Poor men’s children are many times endowed with more singular gifts of nature, which are also gifts of God, as with eloquence, memory, apt pronunciation, sobriety, and such like, and also commonly more apt to apply their study than is the gentleman’s son delicately nurtured.’


Rich: ‘It is meet for the ploughman’s son to go to plough and the artificer’s son to apply the trade of his parent’s vocation, and the gentleman’s children are meet to have the knowledge of government and rule in the commonwealth; for we have as much need of ploughmen as of any other state; all sorts of men may not go to school.’


Cranmer: ‘I grant much of your meaning herein as needful in a commonwealth, but yet to utterly exclude the ploughman’s son and the poor man’s son from the benefit of learning, as though they were utterly unworthy of having the gifts of the Holy Ghost bestowed upon them as well as upon others is as much as to say that Almighty God should not be at liberty to bestow his great gifts of grace upon any person… Wherefore if the gentleman’s son be apt to learning let him be admitted; if not apt, let the poor man’s child, being apt, enter his room.’1
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POOR SCHOOLS


Private education was first established in the British Isles by wealthy Roman families who came here shortly after the imperial conquest. Where Greek children primarily received their education from the community, a Roman child’s first and most important educator was chosen by his or her family.1 In Rome the first private schools were populated by paying pupils from the less well-off Roman families who pooled the fees to secure cheaper rates.2


The Romans even wrote into law the link between fees and private schools. Emperor Diocletian’s edict on pay scales established set fees for each class of education. It meant that elementary schools could charge 10 denarii (around £50 today) per pupil per month, while schools that taught grammar and rhetoric charged up to five times more.3 Under this system the Roman conquest of Britain brought reading and writing to the British elites on a scale never seen before. But when the Romans departed in 410CE Britain sank into its Dark Ages and education was neglected.


It wasn’t until the arrival of St Augustine and Christianity in 597 that the torch of learning was reignited and an army of monks and clerics brought about a mass conversion of the heathen English.4 This was not a piecemeal undertaking but a systematic and professional operation directed by Pope Gregory in Rome. Where Augustine and his followers established a church, they would also found a school. For the British people it meant education would be forever synonymous with the practices of Christianity. And at the heart of the new religion was a new written language. As the Victorian historian Arthur Leach said: ‘To understand the rudiments of the new religion, to take part in the new religious worship, it was necessary for the English to learn Latin.’5


Local grammar schools were established to teach Latin to the novice priests while song schools educated children in singing the praises of God. One of the first was King’s School in Canterbury, an Augustinian grammar school which became the subject of a famous debate between Thomas Cranmer and Richard Rich about who deserves education.6 The other great Saxon churches of Rochester and York followed suit, founding their own grammar and song schools. These are England’s oldest schools, still in existence today.


Alfred the Great restored the place of schools in Britain after the Viking invasions of the ninth century, which had resulted in many monasteries being razed to the ground. At the heart of Alfred’s vision were strong community centres of learning organised by the local priests. And he helped make reading and writing more accessible to ordinary people by overseeing the translation of Latin texts into Anglo-Saxon. Nevertheless, by the early twelfth century, under Norman rule, these Christian schools had reverted to Latin. A Norman education remained focused on vocational training and most pupils were still aspiring monks or priests, though there are rare cases where members of the young nobility were sent to school.7 But the more typical apprentice came from the community and from the common stock.


St Paul’s Cathedral school was established in 1123, when eight needy children were given a home and education in return for singing in the cathedral. Indeed, in the twelfth century most cathedrals and collegiate churches had schools founded in the same vein. The schoolmaster was one of the country’s most important officers and teaching was one of the most important functions. Some schools – like those at Bedford, Christchurch and Waltham – were removed from monastic control and handed over to secular canons. Bury St Edmunds, for example, which had probably been founded as part of a collegiate church before Canute’s time, was given an endowment at the end of the twelfth century to convert it into a ‘free or partially free grammar school’.8


More than 300 years after the Norman Conquest only 5 per cent of the population could read or write. The lords and earls still regarded education as a threat to the feudal system of serfdom upon which they relied to run their estates. Some lords of the manor even enacted laws banning local serfs from attending school. Yet by the fourteenth century the English church had established a network of schools that served its own staffing needs as well as the wealthy ruling classes, who started to use them to educate their sons. Soon the grammar schools and song schools were joined by chantry schools. Established by wealthy benefactors or guilds, ‘chantries’, each with their own priest, were effectively independent of monastic rule and so offered individuals access to liturgy outside the controlling influence of the clerical elites. These schools allowed Christian philanthropists to personalise their dedication to Christ and mould schools in their own image. In this way the first independent or public schools were born.


The founders and patrons of the public schools set out with the intention to provide free education for the poor, hence the apparently oxymoronic use of the word ‘public’ today. At the time, these schools would have been revolutionary and arriviste. The first was Winchester College, founded by William of Wykeham in 1382. Wykeham came from a family of Hampshire farmers and was educated, for a few years at least, at the local grammar school. It was here that Wykeham acquired useful contacts which helped him secure a clerical position at Winchester Castle. By the mid-fourteenth century this farmer’s son had worked his way up to be King Edward III’s most trusted adviser. In 1363, the King was so well disposed to William that he described him as ‘his secretary, who stays by his side in constant attendance on his service and who with all his servants is under the king’s special protection’.9


Wykeham’s first foray into education reform was the establishment of New College at Oxford University in 1379 for the study of ‘theology, canon, civil law and the arts’. To support his institution, he also founded a new school in Winchester that acted as a feeder to the college. But he was determined this was not to be another vehicle for the aristocracy to foist their own scions on the government of England. Wykeham envisaged a fair admissions system that catered for boys from the same humble beginnings as his own.


Winchester welcomed its first pupils in 1382, less than a year after the Peasants’ Revolt, the country’s first mass socialist movement. The city, and no doubt Wykeham himself, had been profoundly affected by the national protests which included calls for a return to the social equality of Alfred the Great and the ‘laws of Winchester.’10


Under Wykeham’s enlightened reforms, the first public schools came to provide an ecclesiastical education for the community’s poorest and most needy children. Acutely aware of the necessity to exclude the sons of barons and aristocrats, he even capped parental income so that pupils could only take up a place at the school if their father earned less than £3,500 a year.


Wykeham’s school began with just seventy free scholars – the number of disciples sent out by Jesus to spread the word of God according to the Gospel of Luke. The central tenet of Winchester’s own charter proclaimed the rights of ‘the many poor scholars engaged in scholastic disciplines, who suffering from deficiency, penury and indigence, lack and will lack in the future the proper means for continuing and advancing in the aforesaid art of grammar’.11


Winchester’s system of professional schooling secured such strong ecclesiastical and academic results that many of Oxford’s brightest scholars were drawn from its ranks. Today Winchester College continues in this tradition of enrolling bright and influential students. Two of Jeremy Corbyn’s closest advisers, Seumas Milne and James Schneider, are Wykehamists who went on to Oxford.


The success at Winchester spurred on other medieval philanthropists. Education was suddenly the new charity of choice for independently minded movers and shakers of the medieval period. The establishment of the first public schools gathered pace with Eton (1440), St Paul’s (1509) and Westminster (1560). St Paul’s School was committed to providing education for 153 free scholars, this being the number of species of fish believed to exist in the world as told in St John’s Gospel. Its statute also envisaged an international dimension to its charity, promising to educate ‘all nations and countries indifferently’. Later, Harrow School’s foundation can be traced to an endowment bequeathed by John Lyon for a free grammar school in 1572.


Among the guilds and professions, City of London School was established in 1442, upon the bequest of John Carpenter, ‘for the finding and bringing up of four poor men’s children with meat, drink, apparel, learning at the schools, in the universities, etc., until they be preferred, and then others in their places for ever’.12 The charter of Merchant Taylors’ School, founded in the City in 1561 by the eponymous livery company, stipulated that it should cater for 250 pupils, of whom 100 must be ‘poor men’s sons’. The rest of the school was expected to pay, although only small sums.13 Meanwhile, City of London School’s endowment was so fecund that the governors’ time was mostly spent dreaming up ways to spend it.14


These were England’s first public schools and their statutes expressly barred the genuinely wealthy from entry. But alas, the Wykeham model of social and religious education quickly became a victim of its own success. The social advantage secured by entrusting a young heir to an institution that guaranteed a place at Oxford, even six centuries ago, was irresistible. And Wykeham and the other early benefactors, despite some reservations, were not blind to the monetary needs of their schools.


Soon the landowning aristocracy forced amendments to the public school charters to defeat the financial caps. Winchester’s revised charter now read: ‘We allow, however, the sons of noble and influential persons, special friends of the said college, up to the number of ten to be instructed and informed in Grammar within the same college, without burden [i.e. free] upon the aforesaid college.’15 It is hard to imagine a more eloquent yet shameful concession to the baronial class.


By the turn of the fifteenth century, these fee-paying scholars, confusingly called commoners, outnumbered the free scholars.16 In this way the home-tutored sons of nobles forced their way into the successful medieval grammar schools. The other public schools quickly succumbed to the twin temptations of cash and aristo connections. St Paul’s relaxed its rules on who could qualify as a scholar by stipulating that all pupils were expected to pay for their own wax candles, an essential (and expensive) part of Elizabethan liturgy. Following the dissolution of the monastery at Westminster Abbey, Henry VIII established a new foundation at Westminster School, stating that forty scholars should be taught grammar by two masters. In 1560 the school was refounded in Elizabeth I’s statutes, which poetically declared: ‘The scholars shall be forty in number, and we wish that in selecting them the greatest weight be given to gentleness of disposition, ability, learning, good character and poverty; and insofar as any one candidate excels in the possession of these qualities, he shall, as is proper, be preferred.’17 The founding fathers added the stipulation that no scholar should be ‘elected’ to the school who could expect more than £10 in inheritance. But such high ideals were undone by a further condition of entry which imposed mandatory fees on the first year, thus defeating with a stroke of the quill the philanthropic intention behind the Queen’s statute.


A Queen’s Scholarship is now one of the most prestigious competitive awards in public school education but it has little consideration for the local needy. At Westminster today there are forty-eight Queen’s Scholars, who pay half fees of £7,500 a year. They still enjoy great privileges, which in 2011 included an invitation to the wedding of the Duke and Duchess of Cambridge and an audience with the Dalai Lama.18


Eton College’s royal connections (it was founded by King Henry VI in 1440 located close to his favourite castle at Windsor) immediately bestowed a cachet, drawing in the ruling classes, which in turn also corrupted its charitable mission to educate ‘seventy poor and needy scholars’. The masters established houses in the town which they ran as going concerns charging commercial rates for board and lodging. Today the school has managed to advance the original foundation of seventy ‘poor scholars’ by just four pupils, although exactly what constitutes ‘poor’ is not always clearly defined, and these free pupils are heavily outnumbered by the intake of 1,230 fee-paying students.


Charterhouse School, founded in central London but relocated to Godalming, Surrey, was established in 1611 by the bequest of Thomas Sutton, a money lender who upon his death was described as the richest man in England. In an act of redemption Sutton ensured that the riches he had made out of the financial woes of others would, in part at least, go towards the education of forty ‘poor’ children. The school governors defined poverty as: ‘no children to be placed there whose parent have any estates of lands to leave unto them, but onlie the children of poore men that want means to bringe them up’.19


Charterhouse today insists that these were not ‘poor’ boys as we would know them, but the sons of the middle classes: ‘In this context the word “poor” merely meant those without the prosperity of substantial estates behind them. Thus Charterhouse was from the start the province of the professional classes – the sons of doctors, lawyers, clergy – rather than the landed gentry.’20


The implication is that Charterhouse was not and never has been a school for the poor. Yet the school’s first intake of ‘middle-class’ boys, aged between ten and fifteen years old, went on to take apprenticeships rather than go up to Oxbridge. These scholars, who became known as ‘gown-boys’, were soon supplemented by ‘town-boys’ – commoners accepted from outside the terms of the charitable foundation who applied to go to Charterhouse as its reputation grew. There can be no argument these ‘town-boys’, whose numbers quickly overtook that of the ‘gown-boys’, were indeed toffs drawn from the ranks of the wealthy.


*


It was under the guiding hand of Richard Mulcaster, headmaster at Merchant Taylors’ and later St Paul’s in the sixteenth century, that the first traces of the modern public school began to emerge with the teaching of English and sport at its heart. Indeed, Mulcaster was the first to coin a name for football (‘footeball’). Meanwhile, at Winchester, the first public school idioms or ‘notions’ started to take shape. Today the school still refers to sports as ekker and toytime as evening prep time. Some of the same words are used across the public school estate. For example, a div is a common slang for class or form and a don is a teacher. But there is a mutual respect for other school slang. A Wykehamist may, however, speak of ‘an Eton notion’ or ‘an Oxford notion’ in describing the vocabulary or traditions of another institution.


This special language bestowed an instant sense of belonging on a select community that was able to define and regulate its own world segregated from the townspeople. Over time the argot and ritual, played out in testosterone-charged dormitories, took on cruel and even savage characteristics which have become associated with the initiation ceremonies of the public schools of the Victorian period and beyond. This included beatings (bummings or tundings) and corporal punishments meted out by the teachers and prefects. Other customs and practices, now so familiar, can be read in the revised statutes of the first public schools. The idea that older pupils would have pastoral and disciplinary care of the younger boys was established as part of the prefectorial system and helped the teachers and governors rule over the schools.


Unsurprisingly, snobbery set in early. Just a year after Merchant Taylors’ had its first intake of boys, complaints were made to the Bishop of London that some of the pupils were speaking with ‘Cumbrian accents’.21 The central objection appeared to be that the masters were ‘northern men’ and had inadvertently passed on their Cumbrian dialect to the boys. The clergy, who had their own vested interest in the affairs of the school, complained: ‘They did not pronounce so well as those who be brought on the southern parts of the realm’.22 Later, received pronunciation, the language of the south of England and the upper classes, became the obligatory accent of the public school.


However, it was the town of Shrewsbury in Shropshire that established the first old boys’ network. Founded in 1552, the school’s prestige was not defined by its teaching or headmaster but by a select set of border gentlemen who came from outside the town. The most glamorous was Sir Philip Sidney, nephew of the Earl of Leicester and grandson of the Duke of Northumberland, a ‘poet and Renaissance man’. Sidney formed a friendship with another poet, the lowly Fulke Greville. Greville’s continued pursuit of his poetry was wholly supported by a series of political sinecures granted to him by the wealthy Sidney family. According to the former Financial Times journalist and author David Turner: ‘The alliance between Greville and Sidney furnishes perhaps the first clear public school example of the old boy network.’23


The early public schools separated the ranks of the high nobility from the arriviste scholars and sons of the moneyed burghers. Most schools, by habit and custom, ended up adhering to a rigid class structure. The poor scholars who had won places at a public school endured bullying and beatings purely because of their lowly station. They were given the worst accommodation and were always the last to eat. At Eton, dining was so strictly segregated that the poor scholars were made to sit at separate tables from the sons of the aristocracy. Dining between the senior teaching staff and the young elite became the basis of the conclaves which cruelly invented new ordeals to be visited on the scholars.


Not that many of the scholars would have complained. Seventeenth- and eighteenth-century England was a tough place to grow up and public school reflected this. A foothold on the bottom rung of society was worth almost any indignity or humiliation. For the scholars it also presented a welcome income as many were paid to act as servants. The origins of the fagging system, where senior boys used junior members as personal servants, can be found in the paid service to the newly arrived aristocracy. Even the teachers, who were poorly paid and often looking for a better position, played a subservient role to the sons of earls and dukes, whose families retained the gifts of social advancement.


The history of the English public school is littered with the names of the ‘not so rich but famous’ who experienced terrible cruelties at the hands of their peers and teachers. Take, for example, the school travails of Charles Merivale, the historian and founder of the Oxford and Cambridge Boat Race. A sportsman and no shrinking violet, Merivale could not claim to be descended from any notable ancestry. Throughout his time at Harrow in the early 1800s, the school impressed upon him a deep ‘social inferiority’ which he said scarred him for the rest of his life.24


Despite this iniquity the schools remained to some degree the gentle agents of social mobility that Wykeham had envisaged. Richard Neile, son of a tallow chandler, rose from his humble beginnings to become Archbishop of York in 1631 largely thanks to an education at Westminster School. Another Westminster scholar, Richard Corbet, was proclaimed Bishop of Oxford in 1628 despite his father being a lowly nurseryman. One of the most celebrated cases of public school social mobility was that of Ben Jonson who, in 1572, was born into relative poverty. His father died shortly before his birth, and his mother remarried a bricklayer. Luckily for the clever young Jonson, an unidentified friend paid for him to attend Westminster School. In 1616 Jonson was named England’s first ever Poet Laureate and such was his standing that Queen Anne, wife of King James I, agreed to perform in one of his plays.


However, by the beginning of the nineteenth century the impact of the community scholar programmes had been so watered down that Wykeham’s free scholars were now in a very small minority. Despite notable rags-to-respectability stories, by the close of the 1800s they were the exception rather than the rule. Those who profited from the public schools were brazen about the conspicuous absence of any charitable purpose. When the governors of Winchester were directly challenged in 1818 about the overwhelming number of rich pupils at a school established for the benefit of the poor they claimed that all their pupils were very poor – ‘it was only their parents who were rich’.25


Wykeham’s educational ideal had been usurped by England’s rich and powerful families. The word ‘public’ had taken on a whole new meaning so that the schools opened their doors to all the nation’s wealthy families, no matter where they lived or what religion they practised.


The public schools were founded to educate the poor and ended up serving the interests of the rich. This wholesale betrayal of the founders’ charitable objectives was so egregious that it reached the attention of the courts. And in 1810 a case concerning Harrow School rested on how far the school now catered for the education of the rich at the expense of the poor.26 Seventeen years later, in a separate case, it was even argued that public schools that ‘educated gentlemen’s sons’ should no longer be considered charities.27


The public schools came about because of the pre-eminence of universities which had become essential to political and social advancement in late medieval England. Had the ancient grammar schools been allowed to flourish and evolve naturally we may have had a very different system of education with stronger state schools supported by the whole community. It is true for the most part that those who were educated in the early chantries and schools attached to cathedrals and monasteries were Christian recruits preparing for a life in the church. But they were chosen from the people, and they lived among the people, keeping alive in the hearts of the community the humanising influences of letters and of religion. Few of the laity, rich or poor, could read; but the poor saw their children winning the rewards of learning without favour or affection. It is this ethos that once enriched the whole community, not just the privileged few.
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NURSERIES OF ARISTOCRACY


The story of reform of England’s public schools is largely one of vested interests battling against church, state and economic reality. But it is also one of missed opportunity and of weak-willed politicians being asked to curb the influence of their own networks. For almost half a century, abolition or even serious reform has been off the table. Yet in Georgian and Victorian Britain this was actively pursued, and later, under Harold Wilson’s Labour leadership, the great public schools lived in real fear for their very existence. Eton had even devised plans for relocating to Ireland or France while also considering becoming a comprehensive.1


The public school movement was at its most vulnerable at its inception when it broke from the monastic rule of the church and was very nearly strangled at birth. The idea of bypassing the monastery schools and sending pupils directly to university was regarded by the senior clergy as sacrilegious. Winchester sent exclusively to its sister college in Oxford while Eton had a similar relationship with King’s College, Cambridge. This amounted to a direct assault on the church’s centuries-long hold on the education of the nation’s upper echelons.


The first crisis point arrived in the early 1500s when the ecclesiastical courts were ready to serve excommunication notices on any new public school which failed to yield to the writ of the monasteries.2 Yet in an increasingly secularised society there was a growing need for schools to educate the sons of the landed and city gentry in institutions independent from ecclesiastical authority. If Britain was to remain competitive, then its schools must be open to all – they could not exist solely for the education of the clergy.


Eton College came very close to abolition just twenty-one years after its foundation. It owed its existence to King Henry VI, who lavished on Eton a substantial income from land, and a huge collection of holy relics. He even persuaded the Pope to grant a privilege unequalled anywhere in England: Eton was to have the right to grant Indulgences to penitents on the Feast of the Assumption. However, when Henry was deposed by King Edward IV in 1461, the new King annulled all grants to the school and removed most of its assets and treasures to St George’s Chapel, Windsor, across the Thames. A number of influential figures came to Eton’s rescue and a good part of the school was saved, though the royal bequest and the number of staff were much reduced.3


Next came the greatest attack on education in the medieval period – the Reformation. This time it was the public schools’ clerical, rather than monastic, standing within the church order, as well as their independent association with the universities, which secured their survival. Had they remained centrally and politically linked to the monasteries, there is little doubt Winchester and Eton would have suffered the same fate as the chantry schools, which were broken up under King Henry VIII’s dissolution of the monasteries. The 1545 Chantries Act accused these community church schools of misapplying funds and misappropriating lands.4 As such, all chantries and their properties were transferred to the Crown.


Now the ill wind which decimated so many monastery and abbey schools blew favourably in the direction of the public schools. Much of the dissolved wealth of the monasteries and their endowments was redistributed among the King’s favoured institutions. For example, the Priory of St Andrews of the Ards, a Benedictine abbey at Stogursey in Somerset, was handed over to Eton College. Unchecked, the public schools grew in number and influence. The monastery-run grammar schools were refounded and established with independent charters.


According to Arthur Leach, the educational historian, twenty-four newly endowed public schools were created in a single year.5


*


A century later it was radical Puritan ideas, stirred up by the English Civil War, that next threatened the Royalist-supporting public schools. Groups like the Levellers, who wanted to create a much fairer society, were greatly vexed by the powers wielded by the schools. Such reformist thinking attracted the Czech-born educationalist John Comenius, who came to England to champion universal education. Writing home in 1641 he said: ‘They are eagerly debating on the reform of schools in the whole kingdom, namely that all young people should be instructed, none neglected.’6


Comenius left for the Continent the following year to let the English fight among themselves and with him went any chance of bringing education to the ordinary people. Instead it was the philosophy of poet pamphleteer John Milton which dominated English thinking on the subject. At its heart was a neo-Platonic academy to educate a hand-picked ruling class for the Puritan state.


It meant that the public schools under Cromwell simply turned from educating one set of aristocracy to the education of another, leaving the schools more unruly than ever. The school staff and townspeople lived in fear of the young gentlemen pupils. Many of the schools had simply become ungovernable or were ruled by tyrannical cliques of brutalised wealthy children. And tyranny quickly turned to rebellion. In 1690 the boys at Manchester Grammar protested at the length of their Christmas holidays by arming themselves with blunderbusses and barricading the school. They held out for a fortnight before surrendering to the school authorities. Twenty years later pupils at Winchester staged a mutiny over how much beer they were allowed to drink.


In the next century Eton and Winchester each suffered six full-scale revolts. But the worst case of insurrection was at Rugby where the masters were taken prisoner at swordpoint. The crisis was only brought to an end when the local garrison of soldiers, aided by constables and farmers, stormed the building and freed the masters.


In response, the masters became more brutal in their treatment of pupils. Pitt the Elder, prime minister from 1766 to 1768, was so appalled by the harsh education meted out at Eton that he determined to have his three sons home-schooled. He later claimed that ‘a public school might suit a boy of turbulent disposition but would not do where there was any gentleness’.7


Fired up by the revolutionary fervour sweeping Europe, the school revolts took on some of the Continental republican zeal. In the 1790s, Merchant Taylors’ flew the Tricolour from the Tower of London on the Queen’s birthday while at Winchester the boys sent the Red Cap of Liberty up the school flagpole.8 This was a dangerous game to play. Britain was at war with the French republic and, fearing a copycat insurrection, the government gave strict orders to crush any domestic revolt. The massacred common people of Peterloo in 1819 experienced first hand exactly what that meant, but the treachery of the public schools was overlooked.


Turmoil on the Continent gave way to the dawning of the age of meritocracy. Aristocrats were stripped of their wealth and influence in favour of advancement based on character and ability. But in mid-nineteenth-century Britain the word ‘poor’ had become a relative term, applying to anyone whose father did not hold a title or did not share in the new wealth created by the industrial revolution. At Eton the school was divided into two distinct groups – Oppidans, who paid full fees, and Collegers, who obtained their education through grants or scholarships. The fagging system kept the ‘poor’ boys in their place and legitimised a level of harsh punishment that shamed the schools and brought misery to many. Towards the turn of the eighteenth century, poaching, vandalism and violence were endemic among many public schools. ‘Charity boys’ at Harrow were still being victimised long after they left the school. Having endured years of abuse while a schoolboy, William Winckley, a foundation scholar from a humble background, set up business in the town only for Harrovians to attack his home and molest his wife.9


The misrule of public schools finally reached the ears of parliament and one parliamentarian in particular. Henry Brougham was a slave reformer, journalist and founder of the influential Edinburgh Review who later became lord chancellor. Brougham had been educated at the local high school in Edinburgh and now made it his personal mission to see the mismanaged public schools run by the state for the public good. He had identified numerous abuses where endowments had been taken from the free scholars and used to benefit the masters and governors. When he became lord chancellor in 1830 he told the Commons committee on education that he believed more than £500,000 of public money given to public schools (equivalent to approximately £54 million today) was being misused: ‘It is difficult not to repine at the silly use which well-meaning but ill-informed persons have so often made of the funds which have been designed for charitable purposes.’ He argued that a fifth of this misused money should be invested in the training of teachers ‘capable of giving the people a real education’.10


Unsurprisingly, Brougham’s ideas on state-funded education proved unpopular in parliament, and the bills that he introduced in 1820, 1835, 1837, 1838 and 1839 were all defeated. Faced with entrenched opposition, he gave up efforts to reform the public school system and instead concentrated on the education of the poor through his support for the Ragged School movement.


Although efforts at reform were consistently put off, criticism of public schools did not fall on deaf ears, and the beatings and barbarity became a popular subject in newspapers and periodicals. In 1874, when the headmaster at Shrewsbury gave a boy eighty-eight strokes of the birch for having beer in his study, there were verses in Punch and questions in parliament; one of the newly appointed governors resigned and, although a public inquiry cleared the headmaster of excessive severity, he was dogged by the episode for the rest of his life.11


At the same time the middle classes demanded a higher quality and more humane education which was beginning to be met by the new grammar schools. This combination of public scrutiny and competition forced the public schools to measure up to new standards of education. Although some of the worst kinds of torture were curtailed, efforts by the governors to halt daily cruelties were largely thwarted by senior boys and masters. The argument ran that with so few teachers per pupil a regime of strict discipline was essential to avoid the riots of the past. There was also a widely held notion that this tough upbringing was the best preparation for the tough life ahead, imposing rule over the native majorities of the British Empire.


But the greatest criticism of all was that the education they sold was out of step with Britain’s dynamic and rising economy. Their reliance on Greek and Latin to the exclusion of sciences put them at odds with the grammar schools and newly established academies. Charles Darwin, perhaps the most enlightened mind of Victorian Britain, made it quite clear that his public school deserved no credit for his scientific achievements. He spent seven years at Shrewsbury but complained that when he tried to show an interest in the natural world he was ‘rebuked’ by his master.


‘Nothing,’ Darwin later wrote, ‘could have been worse for the development of my mind than Dr Butler’s school, as it was strictly classical, nothing else being taught except a little ancient geography and history. The school as a means of education to me was simply a blank.’12 Thomas Arnold’s reforms at Rugby School, where he was a pioneering headmaster, had tried to address this obvious shortcoming but his loyalty to the classics meant his efforts fell short of the mark. What he and other so-called progressive headmasters failed to grasp was that the public schools served a single purpose – to produce gentlemen fit for society.


‘Except for a few gifted and eccentric men like Tennyson,’ argues the historian Colin Shrosbree, ‘[public schoolboys] made little contribution to the artistic and cultural life of the country… They took little part in trade or industry, although they might invest in order to buy more land. The army, into which many of them went, was an institution on the fringes of English society and was not the nation in arms, as in France, or the embodiment of state as in Prussia.’13


Shrosbree argues that ‘men from the public schools formed a political elite whose membership was not dependent on knowledge, or ability, or democratic approval, but was buttressed and kept in place by a restrictive educational system, in which any equality of opportunity was stifled by the classical requirements of the public school system… The classics fulfilled the same sociological function in Victorian England as calligraphy in ancient China – a device to regulate and limit entry into a governing élite.’14


This, of course, explains why politicians like Boris Johnson and Jacob Rees-Mogg have such a fondness for Roman and Greek historians.


Public schools had become specialists at turning out princes and prime ministers but not much else. According to David Turner, ‘Repeat custom from the families of Britain’s tiny political class, and those desirous of breaking into it, was not enough to prevent a marked slide in the already small number of boys entering the old public schools.’15 Their enterprise had become so niche that some of the best-known had come close to extinction. Harrow, for example, had a total school pupil complement of 351 in 1802 but this had fallen to an almost unviable 69 by 1844. That year the governors met to consider the ‘probable dissolution of the school’.16 What saved the public schools from a deepening irrelevance was not the reluctant and half-hearted attempt at reform from within but the innovation of young men educated elsewhere.


Britain’s industrial revolution transformed the world’s economy, laid the foundation for the building of Empire and ensured the first steps towards globalisation. Its architects were inventors and engineers whose basic education was met by the community not the public schools. Michael Faraday, the father of electricity, was the son of a Scottish blacksmith who could not afford to send his son to a fee-paying school. George Stephenson, the great civil engineer and ‘father of the railways’, came from an impoverished family and was illiterate until the age of eighteen. Richard Arkwright, whose inventions and entrepreneurship shaped the industrial revolution, was taught to read and write by a cousin because his family couldn’t afford to send him to a public school. Isambard Kingdom Brunel, the greatest engineer of the industrial revolution, owed his formative education to a diligent father who home-schooled him and later the French university system which he entered when he was fourteen. Indeed, almost all the notable engineers and inventors who made Britain’s industrial revolution did so outside the public school system.


It is a rich irony that it was to these ordinary self-made men whom the public schools owed their survival. The enormous wealth created by the industrial revolution brought about a new class of factory owners, bankers, industrialists and entrepreneurs, all determined to use their fortunes to leave an impression on their country. To achieve this they were more than happy to ensure that their own children benefited from the privilege and advantage that came from a classic public school education. The idea of buying a position among the British aristocracy made absolute business sense.
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EMPIRE OF THE SONS


The Golden Age of the English public school corresponded with the triumph of the British Empire. Generations of diplomats, politicians and civil servants who ruled a quarter of the known world passed through the same school gates. Prime ministers Robert Peel, Lord Palmerston and Winston Churchill attended Harrow, while George Canning, William Gladstone and Arthur Balfour received their education at Eton. For 200 years, the Empire was the playground of the public schoolboy.


Cecil Rhodes, the architect of modern imperialism, neatly summed up the British perspective by claiming in 1902: ‘We are the finest race in the world and the more of the world we inhabit the better it is for the human race.’ Such unshakeable confidence was expressed by public school headmasters at morning prayers and echoed across the Empire. In this way, public schools were the ‘aggressive, bigoted and extreme’ propagandists of British imperialism.1


The essential foundation of a public school education was a hierarchical system governed by house loyalty and a blind faith in Queen, country and Empire. Strict, regimental discipline was drilled into pupils from the very first day of school and gave rise to the claim, wrongly attributed to the Duke of Wellington, that the Battle of Waterloo ‘was won on the playing fields of Eton’.


Public schooling was brutal and so were the means of suppression employed by the new English rulers of Asia and Africa. The massacres and capital punishments that characterised Britain’s suppression of national insurrection and native mutinies were applied with a dispassionate zeal by boys who had endured canings and a multitude of tortures during their formative years.


A superiority in British weaponry meant very few died at the hands of the enemy. This is an important point because even as late as 1861 there were fewer than 3,000 boys being educated at England’s leading public schools and the schools could not have survived high rates of battlefield attrition.2 At the Battle of Omdurman (1898) in Sudan, General Kitchener’s army massacred up to 12,000 Mahdists for the loss of just forty-eight men, of whom just three were British officers.3


Governance of the Empire was made more efficient by the fact that those in charge had gone to the same school. At Harrow, Admiral Sir Augustus Clifford, one of the longest serving Black Rods, had been a fag to Palmerston, Viscount Althorp, a former chancellor of the exchequer, and Viscount Duncannon, a lord lieutenant of Ireland.4


The minor public schools also trained hundreds of lesser men to become the essential bureaucratic workhorses of the Empire. Since Britain’s industries and trade were wholly dependent on the subjugation of large populations spread over vast lands there was no shortage of posts to fill. In The Invention of Tradition, historians Eric Hobsbawm and Terence Ranger stress: ‘All this produced administrators who ruled their districts like lordly prefects inventing traditions to keep the fags on their toes.’ Attention to detail was essential so that, by imposing obedience on an individual, the British rulers were able to enslave villages, towns and cities. Hobsbawm and Ranger illustrate this point by telling the story of one district inspector who had the habit of taking long walks among the local community in his tall hat. Halfway out he would leave the hat on the tree and then expect the nearest villager to bring it back immediately. Anyone reported to be have ignored the inspector’s hat hanging on the tree could expect a harsh punishment.5


The governing ethos which shaped the men who ran the Empire was ‘muscular Christianity’; at its heart was the idea that participation in sport could contribute to the development of Christian morality, physical fitness and ‘manly’ character. This is how Thomas Hughes expressed it in Tom Brown’s School Days, published in 1857: ‘The least of the muscular Christians has hold of the old chivalrous and Christian belief, that a man’s body is given him to be trained and brought into subjection, and then used for the protection of the weak, the advancement of all righteous causes, and the subduing of the earth which God has given to the children of men.’


In pursuit of this ideal many of the public schools had developed their own games. Perhaps the most famous of all is Eton’s wall game, a full-contact ball game still played today, although not the brutal version of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries in which it was not uncommon for players to be literally left for dead on the field. However, it was the game of rugby that lent true physicality to muscular Christianity at public school.


The historian Brian Dobbs summed up the appeal of the game: ‘If the Muscular Christians and their disciples in the public schools, given sufficient wit, had been asked to invent a game that exhausted boys before they could fall victims to vice and idleness, which at the same time instilled the manly virtues of absorbing and inflicting pain in about equal proportions, which elevated the team above the individual, which bred courage, loyalty and discipline…it is probably something like rugby that they would have devised.’6 One of the reasons this appealed to public school headmasters and their boards of trustees in the late-nineteenth century was because of what they saw as the problem of homosexuality. They believed that adopting the ethos of muscular Christianity would in part serve to distract boys from exploring homosexual relationships.


Academic excellence and scientific inquiry were sidelined as rugby, cricket and football were employed to define physical and psychological character.


The legacy of this ethos lives on today – in 2012 and 2016 half the British Olympic teams came from private schools. As Britain embarked on its colonial adventures, muscular Christianity was the defining virtue wholly embraced by the British Army and the legions of missionaries who sallied forth across the Empire. Winning wars, crushing cultures and converting pagans was the best way a man could flex his Christian muscles.


The Victorian figure who best represents the ideal of muscular Christianity made his name in a number of famous military campaigns in defence and expansion of the British Empire. General Charles Gordon was a courageous commander and explorer whose adventures were avidly followed by the British public as he chased and fought Britain’s enemies to the very margins of the known world. Gordon did not attend one of the great English public schools but instead went to a minor private institution in Taunton, Devon, called Fullands House, before being sent on to the military academy in Woolwich, then as important as Sandhurst in training army officers. Here, religious teaching and physical instruction were as strict as at any of England’s great public schools. Even by Victorian standards Gordon’s religious conviction was feverishly impassioned. He was especially impressed with Philippians 1:21 where St Paul wrote: ‘For to me to live is Christ, and to die is gain’, a passage he underlined in his Bible and often quoted. But Gordon, who once said to a Roman Catholic priest that ‘the church is like the British Army, one army but many regiments’, never allied himself to any church nor became a member of one. Instead he allowed his whole life to be defined by his muscular Christianity.7


Following the death of his father he undertook extensive social work in Kent including teaching at the local Ragged School. Before 1870, there was no universal education system in Britain, and the Ragged Schools were a network of privately funded schools that gave a free education to children whose parents were too poor to afford fees. Gordon even took in some of the children to live with him in his own home. His religious principles made him a leading opponent of slavery and throughout his African exploits he battled the slavers, often diverting military resources to help free slaves. Yet he was also a deeply flawed character. He frequently disobeyed orders, including those that came directly from Prime Minister Gladstone.


Gordon met his grisly end after the siege of Khartoum where he had been sent to evacuate the British garrison. It was here that his refusal to obey an order cost him his life. Instead of relieving the garrison he decided to stay on to fight the Islamist army led by Muhammad Ahmad. After holding out for months in hope of a relief column sent from London, Khartoum’s defences fell. Gordon was killed and his severed head paraded around the city. Ahmad proclaimed himself ruler of Sudan, and established a religious state, the Mahdiyah, which was governed by a harsh enforcement of Sharia law. Out of consideration for his Turkish, Egyptian and Sudanese troops, Gordon had refrained in public from describing his battle with the Mahdi as a religious war, but his diary showed he viewed himself as a Christian champion fighting just as much for God as for Queen and country. At the time, Gordon’s military campaigns had the full blessing of the British public. In August 1864, The Times wrote in support of Gordon: ‘The part of the soldier of fortune is in these days very difficult to play with honour… but if ever the actions of a soldier fighting in foreign service ought to be viewed with indulgence, and even with admiration, this exceptional tribute is due to Colonel Gordon.’


History has not been so kind. In Eminent Victorians, Lytton Strachey strongly implied that Gordon, who remained a confirmed bachelor all his life, was a paedophile who may have even preyed on the children he befriended in the Ragged Schools.


In many ways Gordon embodied the ideal of the privately educated Victorian adventurer so loved by proponents of muscular Christianity. He was a charismatic, insubordinate, repressed homosexual who was addicted to danger and, by the end of his life in 1885, had a strong death wish.


While Charles Gordon represented the overachievement of an Empire adventurer, the vast majority of England’s public schoolboys played much smaller and far less glamorous roles. The Barttelot family has lived at its ancestral seat at Stopham in West Sussex since 1372 and can trace its ancestry back to William the Conqueror.8 Since the 1820s the male Barttelots have been schooled at Rugby and Eton. Sir Brian Barttelot is the Fifth Baronet and the fourth in the line to be schooled at Eton. Sir Brian has served as military secretary to the major-general commanding London District and Household Division between 1978 and 1980 and regimental lieutenant colonel of the Coldstream Guards between 1987 and 1992. In 1989 he was appointed Officer, Order of the British Empire. Generations of Barttelots served in Britain’s Empire.


But in 1885 one of Sir Brian’s ancestors played such an infamous part in the Sudan campaign that his actions raised serious questions about the darker side of a muscular Christian education. In 1874 Major Edmund Musgrave Barttelot followed in his father’s footsteps and entered Rugby School. He then went to Sandhurst, again behind his father, where he was enrolled as an officer in the 7th Royal Fusiliers.


After the fall of Gordon at Khartoum the emboldened armies of Muhammad Ahmad, the self-proclaimed Muslim Mahdi, cut off Equatoria and threatened Cairo, key to Britain’s influence in the region. In 1885, Emin Pasha, the governor whom Gordon had personally appointed to office, withdrew further south, to Wadelai near Lake Albert, but was in imminent danger of capture by the Mahdi’s superior forces. The following year, Britain assembled the Emin Pasha Relief Expedition, led by Henry Morton Stanley (of ‘Dr Livingstone I presume’ fame) and set about the rescue of Pasha.


Major Edmund Musgrave Barttelot was one of eight public school-educated officers and gentlemen explorers who volunteered for the mission. As Stanley’s second in command, he was in charge of the rear column together with an Anglo-Irish gentleman explorer, James Sligo Jameson, an ancestor of the Jameson whiskey family. While the main column pressed on to relieve Emin Pasha, Barttelot’s column was left in the jungle to wait for replacement slave porters to be brought upriver. Very quickly the stifling heat and infectious diseases took their toll on the column and the British officers struggled to keep control. Barttelot maintained discipline through floggings and executions. Officers reported that he repeatedly stabbed African workers with a steel-pointed cane and that he ‘had an intense hatred of anything in the shape of a black man’.9


Stranded in the jungle, Jameson and Barttelot looked for ways to entertain themselves. Curious about the practice of cannibalism, they paid six silk handkerchiefs to purchase a young slave so they could witness the act first hand. The ten-year-old girl they bought was tied to a tree, stabbed twice in the abdomen and bled to death. The cannibals then sliced meat from her. Jameson captured the ordeal in watercolours which he exhibited among the column.


Neither Barttelot nor Jameson survived the expedition, the latter dying from disease and the former being shot by a man whose wife he had threatened.


The fate of the column and the actions of the British officers were thought to have inspired Joseph Conrad’s novel Heart of Darkness, with Barttelot the basis for Kurtz. But Victorian society and the schools which produced such men took a rather different view. Barttelot’s entry in the 1901 Dictionary of National Biography says he ‘was a severe disciplinarian, had a somewhat hasty temper, and was unversed in dealing with orientals, but his character was freed of all serious reproach’. His brother Walter, who went to Eton and Sandhurst, later wrote a book defending his younger brother’s behaviour by launching a scathing attack on the self-educated Stanley.10 In the summer of 2017 I arranged to visit Sir Brian Barttelot at the family home in Stopham to try to understand more about his ancestor. Drinking tea in the country-house drawing room, Sir Brian happily discussed Edmund’s exploits: ‘The general view is that it was atrocious of Stanley to leave them there, and what happened after that was inevitable – they all went mad.’


Edmund was survived by his brother, Walter George Barttelot, who died in action on 23 July 1900 (aged forty-five) at Retief’s Nek, Orange Free State in South Africa, during the Second Boer War. He was shot and killed leading a charge against a Boer position. His son, Walter III, died in Iraq during the First World War. His brother, Lieutenant Commander Nigel Kenneth Walter Barttelot, was killed in the same war while commanding the destroyer HMS Liberty at the Battle of Heligoland Bight. Sir Brian’s father, another Walter, left Eton and joined the Coldstream Guards. ‘He did a short stint in China,’ says Sir Brian, ‘and then got married in 1937 and then World War Two broke out and he ended up in Normandy in 1944. Churchill decided that guardsmen were put into tanks, but the guardsmen are all tall men and tanks aren’t suitable for tall people.’ Walter died fighting in Normandy. ‘He was commanding his tank battalion in 1944 and arrived shortly after the first wave of the invasion and had a big success in a battle called Caumont. And then he was promoted and took over the 6th Guards Tank Brigade – so he was acting brigadier. He was rushing about on roads that hadn’t been cleared and took a wrong turning in a scout car and was blown up by a mine. So he and his driver were killed in August 1944.’


Sir Brian believes the English public schools must have had ‘quite a lot of impact’ on the making of the Empire. ‘You find boys turning up,’ he says, ‘who understood through their fathers how it works – my family people went into successive regiments, so you build up a bank of how things should be done.’ He says discipline was essential and laments that now it ‘has almost disappeared off the map – people don’t want to be shouted at, they don’t think they can cope with it. We’ve got a lot of floppy people now. And we used to get a clip across the ear in my day and that was quite normal – and you weren’t offended, you just thought I’ve done something wrong and I won’t do it again. That doesn’t happen now. People shoot their mouths off now, there’s no discipline. Today’s politicians have no discipline. I’m old-fashioned.’


He believes the public school system gave the Empire ‘continuity and cohesion’. And he says: ‘I’m sure this is true of other schools as well, but the fact is your really good friends go back to those days. You can make friends later in life but they’re never the same because you haven’t got the same traditions and memories.’


*


The conventional and popular wisdom of the public schools triumphantly marching hand in hand with the Empire is only part of the story. Certainly, on the field of battle the officer classes were dominated by the privately educated gentlemen of the leading public schools. But whether the spark of military genius was struck at the great public schools is very much open to question. Indeed, the greatest military leader of them all, Wellington, hated his short time at Eton between 1781 and 1784, where he felt miserably lonely and socially adrift after his father’s death left the family bereft of funds. The idea that Wellington’s victories were ‘won on the playing fields of Eton’ is fatally undermined by the fact that Eton did not own any playing fields at that time.


A more likely influence on the young Wellington was the grammar school he attended in Dublin, where he was born. The school focused on the arts, literature and music. Among its most famous alumni was the nineteenth-century songwriter Thomas Moore. This may have accounted for the sensitive disposition that Wellington occasionally showed on the battlefield – he cried when he read the list of the dead after Waterloo and often took pains to avoid needless bloodshed.


In 1785, a lack of success at Eton, combined with a shortage of family funds due to his father’s death, forced the young man and his mother to move to Brussels. A year later, Arthur enrolled in the French Royal Academy of Equitation in Angers, where he blossomed as a horseman and linguist. So it is perhaps more accurate to say that Waterloo was won on the playing fields of Angers.


While Victorian prime ministers were usually products of the English public schools the same cannot be said of Benjamin Disraeli, the prime minister perhaps most associated with Empire.


Unlike his younger brothers, who were sent to Winchester College, Disraeli attended a much less prestigious school only to surpass all family expectations.11 Many other famous names popularly associated with the building of the British Empire were either educated outside the public school system or barely educated at all. Robert Clive, the statesman and general who founded British India, was sent to an ordinary grammar school in Market Drayton, Shropshire, before a fleeting attendance at Merchant Taylors’ School in London from where he was expelled after less than a year. Hardly the propitious start in life for the conqueror of India, yet there is no mention of the tenuous nature of his association on the Merchant Taylors’ website, which places him on a list of the ‘great men’ it has schooled.12


A little more can be said of the schooling of another imposing figure on British rule in India. Warren Hastings, the first governor general of India, attended a grammar school and then Westminster School, where he became the first King’s Scholar of his year in 1747. But two years later at the age of sixteen, the impoverished circumstances of his family forced him to leave the school to find work. His headmaster protested against the removal of so promising a scholar, but Hastings was sent to a private tutor. In October 1750 he landed at Calcutta.13


Cecil Rhodes, the guardian of the British Empire who extended its reach to the far corners of Africa, did not take one step inside a public school. While his older brothers went to Eton and Winchester, his family decided Cecil should attend Bishop’s Stortford Grammar School. He was a shy boy but excelled in study and sport, playing for the first eleven cricket team.14
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