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CHAPTER VI 
SCHOOLDAYS 

 
 
THE foundations of my education were laid by my dear mother, and my principal textbook was 
the Bible. We read it together. From its pages she drew innumerable lessons which have never 
left me. Her expositions were delightful, and under her influence many of the most profound 
teachings of history and revelation found a sure place in my mind, a place from which they have 
never been dislodged.  
 
After about my ninth year I was passed on to governesses, three of whom, succeeding one 
another, stand out in my recollection. Two of them, by the way, accepted salvation while living 
in our home, and later became successful workers in the Mission. I admired their characters, and 
they succeeded in interesting me, though as teachers they suffered greatly by comparison with 
my mother. I fear, however, that I did little to assist them by taking trouble to learn. What I did 
learn was due to their perseverance and skill rather than to my receptivity. No doubt they got 
something into me, if only on the sausage machine principle, but as for my getting into it — I 
fear I was a disappointment! 
 
I went from this domestic instruction to a tutor. He was a remarkable man, Irish and a Roman 
Catholic, something of a traveller, with several modern languages at his command, and a good 
deal of classical lore in addition. He was a Trinity College, Dublin, man, a Doctor of Laws, but 
had been broken down through drink. He had a small annuity which he eked out by private 
teaching, and my father paid him the modest sum of one shilling an hour to come to me for three 
hours on three mornings a week. He was the most delightful and felicitous teacher I have ever 
met or heard of in the ability he had for fascinating his pupils. He had two pupils at our house, 
myself and another lad who came to take lessons with me. He made every subject live for us, 
though, I believe, he took chiefly subjects in which he himself delighted! His "lessons" were 
greatly helped by a clear voice, a vivacious manner, and a charming vocabulary, enriched by just 
a trace of Irish brogue. I consider that my indisposition to bother with some subjects until I was 
in the region of middle life was due in large measure to the distaste I got for ordinary books after 
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imbibing his most brilliant, though perhaps sectional, instruction. If we had been a roomful of 
men at Oxford instead of a couple of gaping boys, the “Doctor's” lectures could scarcely have 
been given with more exactitude and eloquence, or have been more apt in literary allusion and 
quotation, or more complete in references for subsequent study. 
 
Mathematics, which appealed to me, was a subject on which he was strong, and, by the way, 
one of the minor sorrows of my later years has been to hear that Euclid is not entirely to be 
trusted! He also captivated our ardent minds — mine at least — with the knowledge he had 
acquired by travel. He had spent years in Rome, meeting there men from the ends of the earth, 
and had been a frequent visitor to France and Spain. He helped me, brought up as I had been 
in what would nowadays be called a narrow circle, to feel a wider sympathy for men of other 
faiths which came to be a source of strength to me in later years. While I never saw anything in 
him which attracted me to Roman Catholicism as such, and never heard a word from him which 
indicated any desire to Iead me in that direction, he managed to win the sympathy of my boyish 
heart for his fellow-religionists. He was one of those few Roman Catholics of real ability who, 
while feeling a genuine devotion to their own Church, can yet speak with something approaching 
sympathy for Luther. 
 
There was another side to my relationship with my strange and brilliant tutor. I knew, of course, 
his weakness, and naturally sympathized with my father's efforts to rescue him from his 
alcoholism. He lodged in fairly comfortable rooms in the Richmond Road, not far from our home, 
which overlooked Victoria Park, and occasionally I called upon him there. More than once I found 
him drinking, and then, with great trepidation, I would expostulate and finally pray with him. He 
was always most gentle and touched, perhaps also a little ashamed at these times, and knelt 
down with me. But, of course, no reference was ever made elsewhere to these visits! 
 
It was during this period that I came for a short time under the influence of another brilliant and 
attractive man — the late W. S. Lean. My father asked him to examine me now and then, and 
investigate my progress under " the Doctor.” Mr. Lean was a charming man, and while his 
learning and school manner quite overawed me, he made me feel how fine it was really to know 
things. Mr. Lean, then a tutor at University College, became later a Church of England clergyman, 
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and then again, for a second time, a minister of the Society of Friends. He was a good friend of 
mine up to the time of his death. 
 
From the Doctor I went to school proper, to a preparatory school, in the first instance, for the 
City of London. Here I was much abused, because of my religious scruples, by some rough 
school-fellows, who did not stop short of physical torment, with the result that I received injuries 
which accounted for a good deal of ill-health in after years. My school life did help me at least in 
this one direction, that there I received the world's first blows and learned to bear them. I was 
soon nicknamed “Holy Willie," and treated with almost every kind of indignity that the rather 
cruel mind of a certain type of boy could suggest. I was very conscious, also, of being a continual 
object of amusement to many of my fellow-scholars, but I cannot say that it has ever hurt me 
very greatly to be laughed at on account of my religion. I held on, and went from this preparatory 
school, which was in Finsbury Square, to the City of London School itself, not the present fine 
building on the Embankment, but its predecessor in Milk Street, Cheapside. I was told that up 
to that date I was the youngest boy to enter my class or form — to which admission was by a 
school examination. Among the mixed recollections of those days which come back to me is of 
how I used to take my lunch, in the form of roly-poly or a dish of pasty stuff, and eat it in St. Paul's 
Churchyard, with the ceaseless hum of the City around me, while I enjoyed feeding the pigeons 
with the crumbs. I made one or two good friends during that time, who helped me to fight my 
battles and remained my friends in after-years. 
 
All the masters at the City of London with whom I had to do impressed me favourably, especially 
our mathematical master, who was indeed a great teacher. 
 
The master of our form, Dr. Brady — “Brother Brady,” as he was familiarly called by some of his 
pupils — impressed me less, but still, he was a genuine, good-hearted, not to say jolly friend to 
the boys. He was, I fear, too much inclined to wink at irregularities, among them the improper 
prigging of lessons, chiefly, perhaps, through his constitutional indisposition to take much 
trouble over anything! Of me he took kindly notice from the first, not, I am afraid, because I 
showed any special ability, but perhaps because I was conscientious in my preparation, and 
because he found that on various occasions my papers had been taken from me and used by 
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other boys. It was my refusal to hand over my papers which largely accounted for my disrepute 
with them.  
 
The system at that time in vogue among certain “sets” in the school was bad alike for the worker 
and the loafer. What happened in my own case was very similar to what happened to others. I 
was asked soon after my advent, in a fairly decent way, to lend my papers to certain boys, all 
older than myself, that they might copy them. For this I was offered money and certain 
advantages of treatment in school. On my declining, though the money was a temptation, I was 
informed that the papers would be taken from me just the same, and taken they were, though I 
both protested and resisted. Discovery came without my saying a word, from the fact of my 
errors in a certain lesson being rather closely repeated in a number of papers. Certain inquiries 
were made and I was asked before the whole class if I had worked for other boys. One question 
led to another till out came the whole story. 
 
As may be imagined, my popularity was not exactly added to by these circumstances, but from 
that time I was treated with a kind of respect which I found agreeable after the derision and 
rough horse-play of the preparatory school, and much of my life was just the jolly life of a happy 
boy. 
 
Apart from a few practical jokes which I did not so very much mind, I was not subject to any 
special attention by the rougher set; rather the contrary. My religious leanings were soon known, 
and though of course it was difficult — as it was unusual — for so young a boy to reprove or 
advise, I did enter that field of effort, and I believe with good results. Boys gradually got into the 
way of asking me for advice, and many were the curious queries about religion that I have 
answered walking along Cheapside or round by the Guildhall or sitting in the Churchyard. I was 
quiet, in part because I was trying to think out some problems of school life — and boy life — as 
I then saw them, but although I did wish that the boys, especially the older, were more serious, 
I was not a "spoil-sport.” I was happy in my own happiness and I was glad that the other fellows 
should be happy in theirs. What I sought for in them with humble and sometimes prayerful 
anxiety, was that they might receive the spirit of Christ. 
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The chief service rendered to me at the City of London School, however, came through the 
encouragement of Dr. Abbott, the brilliant “Head,” then a comparatively young man. He was 
really the first person to awaken in my mind any definite idea that I might be able to do 
something. He kindled a little flame of intellectual aspiration, and with it a sense of confidence 
and of responsibility. Although I was a young boy, very diffident and quite unknown, with little 
or no family influence, and the school numbered several hundreds of pupils, he took individual 
notice of me, sent for me on several occasions to his room, encouraging me in the kindest 
manner, and telling me that my papers gave promise of future proficiency and so forth. I am 
greatly his debtor. 
 
I was not long at the City of London School before my health broke down, and although my 
education was in many ways hardly well begun, my days of formal schooling were over. In the 
long convalescence that followed a double attack of rheumatic fever, resulting in heart trouble, 
I was without any definite educational direction for more than two years. 
 
During that time, however, my mind was not lying entirely fallow. I was thrown into contact, while 
I wandered up and down the country seeking health, with various intellectual people, among 
them a young man who belonged to one of the old families of Spain, who greatly strengthened 
my faith by airing his own unbelief. I also read a good many books, though miscellaneously, and 
among the things which assisted my mental training at this period I would certainly include chess, 
which helped me greatly in concentration and taught me other lessons also. 
 
I took up my education again seriously for a time, after I was well on the way to recovery, and 
did a certain amount of steady, purposeful reading and study for a year or so. 
 
I wish that the time then and afterwards spent on Greek, which I thought likely to be useful to 
me, had been spent on French and German, which would have served me better in after-life, 
and that the time I gave to music had been devoted to divinity. Still, this effort had its uses, for 
in education it is less in the goal than in the striving thereto that lies the profit. 
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Looking back at my broken days of school education, I can say that I gained something, though 
not much. Even as a lad I seemed to see — what I became convinced of later — how meagre 
were the results of a large part of public school work. The boy with exceptional gifts who takes 
trouble with himself, especially if it looks as though his future career would bring lustre to the 
school, is helped and encouraged; and, in some cases, so is the backward boy, who, in order 
that he may not be an actual discredit, receives some personal guidance. But the great mass, 
the average boys, who are neither precocious nor very backward, get little assistance compared 
with that which they might receive under a different system. If they can be depended on just to 
get through, it is sufficient. The consequence is that they are turned out by the thousand from 
these great schools every year, having gone through endless misery over Virgil or Horace, with 
a disposition never to look at a serious book again, and without any true sense of the infinite 
charm and beauty of their mother tongue, hoping never to stumble upon a quotation in any 
other lest they be expected to give its English equivalent! Even when they do attain a fair working 
knowledge of the two classical languages, they rarely obtain any real acquaintance with the 
thought and life which those languages express. To take one instance only of this — surely with 
the everlasting rendering of Latin verse there might go some serious study of the Romans' 
contribution to civilization and law. It is much the same with half the subjects that are taught in 
the usual curriculum. They are taken with mill-like precision, but they do not bite. 
 
The influence, the value, the reform of the school is a subject for a book, not for an incidental 
reference at the end of an account of such scanty school experiences as mine. It has often 
seemed to me that schools, while in some directions they develop the child, in others they 
repress him; that even when they give him something of value, they take something of greater 
value away. I remember in a conversation with my father on the subject he once said to me, 
“Bramwell, where do all the beautiful children go? We never seem to see them any more.” And 
I made reply, “Of course, they go to school!” 
 
Even as a boy I gained the idea, which has since been strengthened in a hundred ways, that we 
were not intended to be trained and taught in crowds. God's idea for the training and education 
of the young was surely that they should be set in little groups, not in the stiff regimentation of 
large classes. The family is His creation, not the form of forty boys or girls, or the school of four 



 

THESE FIFTY YEARS — Chapter Six 7 

hundred. Children should be brought up close to the parent tree, not planted out, whilst still 
tender saplings, to meet alone the bitter and sometimes uprooting blasts. 
 
Education among nearly all Western peoples is too materialistic. How little is done, for example, 
to awaken in the ordinary boy any real sense of the supernatural, or to appeal to the spiritual in 
him, and yet how infinitely important that his soul should be awakened and that the spiritual in 
him should be appealed to lest he grow up little more than an animal. What immense 
consequences for good would flow from a perception — yes, even by the average lad — that in 
spite of the evil in the world and in the flesh within and without him, the good, the spiritual, is 
the real, the eternal; invisible indeed, but there, able to unite itself with the Divine, and, if 
believed and encouraged, invincible at last. 
 
Modern schooling may include Scripture as one of its subjects and “Chapel as one of its daily 
doings, but all the same it egregiously fails to spread the knowledge of things unseen, and to 
present the higher choices in life, which are the choices that really matter. It is never too soon to 
ask the youthful mind in which world it is seeking to make its way, and to make plain that if the 
other world is indeed chosen there will generally be involved the taking up of the Cross and 
rejecting the favour of this present world, its wisdom and its fame. As it is, the child only too 
often receives at school his first lesson in the fatal notion that the gaining of this world is the only 
thing worth while to pursue! 
 
Is it not a painful, perhaps even a dreadful, thought that so large a proportion of boys and girls 
lose after two or three years of school life any tender respect for religion, and any true fear of 
God which they had when they began their schooldays? May this not be because of the almost 
total lack of definite religious appeal in school life? How many thousands of men I must have 
met, even in my brief journeyings, who with sorrow have had to declare, No one ever said a word 
to me about these things when I was a lad! And yet, in my own limited experience of schools, I 
saw undoubted proofs of the deep impression for good which a few earnest and sincerely spoken 
words could effect. Children have souls. Boys and girls are embraced in the offers of God's mercy 
and forgiveness. They are included in the promises of the Holy Spirit. They are called to take up 
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the Cross and deny themselves and follow Jesus Christ. Why should that call so seldom be heard 
in the schools? 
 


