
The English Schoolboy in 1888 

 

Compiled by Peter Harrod 

From the Garton Archive: Item of Interest No 39 

 

The September 2015 Picture of the Month featured a reunion of former pupils of the 

Middle School section of Lincoln Grammar School. When I was researching material 

for the article I came across a piece written at about the time they left school in 1918.  

The article appeared in the first edition of a magazine for Lincoln Grammar School, 

which was published in February 1888 under the title of ‘LGS: Organ of the Lincoln 

Grammar School’. In introducing the magazine, the editorial proclaimed that it had 

long been felt that the premier school in Lincoln should have an organ of its own in 

which would be published a series of articles on sport, music, the library and other 

aspects of the School’s life and work. There was a particular wish to arouse the 

energy for sport which had apparently ‘been lying somewhat dormant’! 

The magazine had a brief but productive life, suspending publication in 1891, but 

being ‘resuscitated’ in February 1897 as ‘The Lincolnian’, a title which it retained until 

the closure of Lincoln School in 1974, when Lincoln Christ’s Hospital School (LCHS) 

began its life. 

The second edition of the ‘organ’ contained a most interesting article titled ‘The 

English Schoolboy’. I read it with great interest, and thought it would be appropriate 

to reproduce a more or less verbatim transcript of the article for members of the 

teaching staff at LCHS facing the ‘English schoolboy’ (and girl of course) almost 130 

years later, as a new academic year and fresh challenges present themselves.  

What, if anything, has changed since the year in which Jack the Ripper was on the 

loose, the first six Football League matches were played, Tchaikovsky’s Fifth 

Symphony was premièred, Thomas Edison was patenting his new ‘movies’, and Sir 

Arthur Conan Doyle was gaining popularity for his Sherlock Holmes stories?  

Perhaps students at LCHS might be encouraged to study the article, and to offer 

their own thoughts and reactions?? 

 

The English Schoolboy in 1888 

To most people the word ‘schoolboy’ is a name of terror, suggesting one of the 

incorrigibly bad things of life, to be classed with earthquakes, mad dogs and other 



calamities of a sudden and incalculable nature, no other nation of which could exhibit 

the same type of species as the English variety of that much-abused class. 

Various circumstances have combined to differentiate him from other members of his 

genus, but chiefly, no doubt, the system of education under which he is trained has 

tended to develop in him his peculiar characteristics. In England the conditions of 

school life are different from those existing anywhere else, except where Britons 

have settled and British institutions have been established.  

The schoolboy is treated with confidence. He is trusted much. The discipline to which 

he is subjected is neither vexatious nor galling; he is to a great extent a free agent, 

and much is left to his honour and sense of right. What is aimed at is to develop his 

moral sense, and to make him feel his individual responsibility for the well-being of 

the community. It is sought to effect this by giving him in fact the institutions of a free 

country, where the real governing power is the common sense and good feeling of 

the majority. 

In continental schools the boy is treated with suspicion, locked up, subjected to petty 

tyranny, not incited to manly sports, and often driven by injudicious restriction to 

vicious courses, which would never have occurred to him under a more liberal 

system. 

An English school, on the other hand, is a little republic, having its own code of laws 

and its own institutions, which are rarely, if ever, interfered with by the authorities. 

The most amicable relations usually exist between masters and boys, often 

amounting to confidence and cordial liking. Indeed a master is rarely hated unless he 

is grossly unjust.  

Let us look at the kind of boy which this system has produced. Blunt he is in manner, 

and endowed with a sturdy independence, which will often cause him to express his 

views with considerable freedom. Strong and self-reliant, he cares little about the 

future, but reckons he will be able to make his way somehow. This in all probability 

he will do in spite of gloomy forebodings that he will come to no good. For in him you 

may see ‘in petto’ (in secret or in private; literally ‘in the breast’) that very typical 

Englishman who, wherever in the world he has been pitched down, he has always 

shouldered his way right in and come to the front by his sheer dogged pluck and 

determination, and his sublime indifference to everything else but himself and his 

own concerns. 

There is no humbug, false suavity or veneer about this young Englishman. If you 

speak to him he will answer you with a certain directness and abruptness which you 

may feel inclined to resent as not becoming in a youngster. Wait a bit, my dear sir! 

Don’t judge him too hastily; he does not mean to be insolent. It is just this very 

directness and independence of character that us made us Englishmen what we are 

– the first nation in the world. 



And withal the English boy is easily governable. He is quick to perceive and resent 

injustice, but he has the good sense to see that certain rules must be obeyed, and 

he obeys them willingly, so long as they are fairly and justly enforced. He is a fine 

manly fellow too, this English boy. The blood of the Vikings is in his veins. He comes 

of Norman, Saxon and Dane combined; the most vigorous stock the world has ever 

produced, and he shows it in his character. He is full of restless life and movement. 

Impatient of confinement he loves life in the open air, and takes to all manly 

exercises especially such as have a spice of danger in them. 

An English boy is overflowing with animal spirit, which shows itself in his love for 

practical joking, but he is neither cruel nor vindictive, and inflicts pain only from 

thoughtlessness. His capacity for resisting the introduction of knowledge is infinite. 

His pockets are a marvel and a mystery, and rival the magician’s hat in the number 

and variety of articles that may be extracted therefrom. His ability to swallow and 

assimilate all kinds of substances is equalled only by the ostrich. He is an object of 

terror to staid respectability; nervous elderly gentlemen, old maids with pet dogs, and 

nursemaids with children regard him as a very fiend incarnate. 

But to those who take care to know him, an English boy is the freshest, most original, 

inconsequent and delightful being on the face of the earth. To know him well is to 

feel uncertain what he will do under any given circumstances, to despair of ever 

being able to teach him what he ought to know, and yet to love him in all his 

wayward and shifting moods; to feel his presence like a breath of cool fresh air into a 

stifling room, to catch the infection of his unconstrained gaiety, and feel yourself a 

boy again; to find in him a connecting link between this artificial life, and the free and 

boundless heart of nature, giving us back….. 

 “Those first affections. 

 Those shadowy recollections, 

 Which, be they what they may, 

 Are yet the fountain light of all our day – 

 Are yet a master eye to all our seeing.” 

(Lines from Wordsworth’s Ode of Intimations of Immortality 

from Recollections of Early Childhood) 

 

*In petto = in secret, or in private. Literally ‘in the breast’ 
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