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This twelfth volume of selected articles from the anarchist weekly
FREEDOM is now available. Two hundred and sixty pages long,
it costs 7s. 6d. as a paperback or 10s. 6d. cloth bound. The paper
edition is available to readers of FREEDOM at 5s. 6d. post free.
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Lawrence, Blake and Homer Lane, once healers in our English
land '

These are dôead as iron for ever; these can never hold our hand.
Lawrence was brought down by smut-hounds, Blake went dotty

as he sang,
Homer Lane was killed in action by the Twickenham Baptist

gang.
----W. H. AUDEN : Poems 1930.

I

HOMER LANE was A PIONEER in the non-punitive treatment of delin-
quency and of freedom in education, whose life was, from one point of
view a series of humiliations, but whose inþuence has been fruitful in
both these spheres. After his death his friends produced two books on
his work, both published in 1928, Talks to Parents and Teachers, put
together from notes of Laneôs lectures, and Homer Lane and the Little
Commonwealth by E. T. Bazeley, a training college principal who had
worked with him there. These two books found there way on to
studentsô reading lists, and Miss Bazeleyôs was reprinted in 1948 while
Talks to Parents and Teachers (Allen & Unwin 8s 6d) has been reprinted
many tunes. Two men above all, through their own work and writing
have kept Laneôs name alive: his most inþuential and best-loved dis-
ciples, A. S. Neill and David Wills.

Wills so often remarked ñ What a pity no-one has written a life of
Homer Lane,ò that in the end his wife answered ñ Youôd better write
1t yourself ò, and over the years they collected the material for a bio-
graphy--ð_not a smallundertakmg for people w1th limited resources and
an exactmg occupanon, especially when it involved a journey to the
scenes of Laneôs early activities in America. The book has at last
appeared*, too late, unhapprly, for Ruth Wills to share the authorôs and
the readersô pleasure at seeing it in print. David Wills has given us an
utterly candid account of Laneôs life: there is not the slightest attempt
to put h1s hero on a pedestal; where he is speculating he tells us so, and
where he has an embarrassing truth to tell. he tells it, with the result
that we are left with an enhanced respect for both subject and author.

* Homer Lane: a Biography, by W. David Wills (Allen and Unwin, 40s.).



It

FK'lF@J;-"""':I-IS"--r-"I-I-=-"-I-Iró:-'-1:---1-ð

 

130 t
Homer Lane was born in a small New England town in 1875, the

second son of a large chapel-going family. After leavingýschool he
had a variety of errand-boy ]0bS and at 19 became a grocers assistant
at Southborough, Mass, where he later married the police chief s
daughter. A local physician and school board member Dr. Claude
Jones was an enthusiast for the Sloyd Movement (Sloyd is a Finnish
word for skill, and it was this movement that introduced manual train-
ing into the school curricula). Jones wanted to run a voluntary Sloyd
class to ersuade his fellow managers to adopt the method and offered
to ýnancpe Laneôs training as a teacher. So Lane commuted daily to
a Sloyd Training School at Boston, at the same time running the volun-
tary evening classes, which were a great success, but suddenly, soon
after the birth of their second child, Laneôs wife died of pneumonia. In
the following summer he graduated from the training school and took
a vacation job teaching woodwork in the Pennsylvania State Reforiiia-
tory. It was here, Dr. Jones later told Laneôs son, ñ whens he ýrst
learned that the reform school made the bad boy worse. In the
autumn of 1901 Sloyd classes were started at Southborough, but by the
end of the school year the conservative element on the school board
succeeded in getting them discontinued as an economy measure. Lane
then obtained a job as a Sloyd teacher a thousand miles away in Detroit,
where he was later joined by his son and his ýrst wifeôs sister whom he
subsequently married. After a few years he became Superintendent of
Playgrounds, in which job ñ his method was to allow the children the
maximum of freedom to play their own games, and in watching them, he
learned much about spontaneous childish behaviour that was later to
be of great use to him.ò Or as Lane himself was to -put it later, ñ A
study of the causes of juvenile delinquency with reference to oppor-
tunities for free play led me to the conclusion that by far the greater
proportion of juvenile crimes are merely a form of play.ò

óH.

In Detroit Lane gained the reputation of an ebullient and sparkling
speaker, but, says Wills, ñ he would allow himself to be so carried away
by his argument that any ó fact ô that would support it would become-ð
for himða real fact, and would be passed on as if it were the solemn
truth.ò This characteristic was to bring him endless trouble, the ýrst
example of which happened in Detroit:

He was ñcarrying on ò in his anarchisticway about_the problem of
the unmarried mother, and defending the practice of abortion . . : ñ\_lVhy.ô
he said, ñI have myself borne the expense of an abortion in this city of
Detroit. rather than sec another child enter the world condemned to all
the sufferings and odium of illegitii_nacy.ò _ _ _ _ _

I-low much tr_ut_h_ there was in this assertion it is impossible to say; th_e
very great possibility is that there was none _whatever. It was merely his
way of saying that he felt so strongly on this subject that if _he knew of
any girl who had got into this kind of trouble he would be willing to act in
that way. It is not so very dishonest--fin the heat of an argument--to say
one has done what one is perfectly willing to do, and it is so very much
more convincing! 1

But the story found its way to a newspaper man who told Lane that
the City Fathers would not like to hear what kind of man was runmng
their playgrounds. Lane meekly took the hint and resigned. Now

l3l
while teaching in Detroit he had become friendly with a young lawyer,
Fred Butzell, among whose interests was the Hannah Schloss Memorial
Building, a Jewish settlement house, where Lane was invited to hold
manual training classes. From the ýrst he took a very broad view of
the scope of the proposed classes. Indeed, he did not organise them as
classes at all but as a clubðand a self-governing club. He told Butzell
hewas most anxious to experiment in self-government which he was
not allowed to do at school during the day.ò Laneôs success at the
Hannah Schloss led Butzell to seek his advice about another activity,
the Boysô Home, a kind of probation hostel for school-age boys. Laneôs
view was ñ Shift the whole thing out into the country. Take the kids
right away from the environment thatôs made them what they are. Let
them get some fresh air and some wholesome outdoor work. Let them
create a new environment for themselves.ò Butzell persuaded the Com-
mittee of Management to agree and they bought a farm outside the city.
In March 1907, Lane, now 32 with his wife and three of his four child-
ren together with twenty boys moved out to start the new home which
was called the Ford Republic (not after the motor maker).

It was superýcially similar to another famous experiment start'"eód
a few years earlier by William George, the Junior Republic at Freeville,
New York. Georges rather naive concept of the self-governing institu-
tion was a kind of miniature United States constitution, with an elected
legislature, a judge, public prosecutor, police force and President
together with an economic structure of "ó free enter rise ò. Laneôs n '_ p otion
was differeiit. As Howard Jones says, describing the Little Common-
wealth in Reluctant Rebels: '

Lane did not believe in systems, even ñfreedom ò systems ñFreedomò h. . . , _ - 1 6said, ñ cannot be given. It is taken by the child in discovery and iiiveiitioiis.ò
True to this rin 7 le h f ' 'p _ cip e re used to impose upon the children a system of
government copied from the institutions of the adult world. The self-govern-
mg structure of the Little Commonwealth was evolved by the children
themselves, slowly and painfully and to satisfy their own needs.

. However the Ford Republic certainly had more in common with
the George Junior Republic than with the Little Commonwealth, and
when David Wills visited the place in 1947 he was astonished to ýnd it
run in exactly the same way as when Lane was there forty years earlier.

I mention this,ò says Wills in another of his books, ñ only to deprecate
it. An essential element of shared responsibility, it seems to me, is that
its forms must be devised by the living community, and clearly be
seen to have been devised by it.ò In spite of rows with the committee
and a continual ýnancial muddle, the Ford Republic was an obvious
and acclaimed success, until one morning a Committee member changed
to see Lane and a young woman teacher from the Republic coining out
of a house in Detroit. He was asked to explain this at a Committee
meeting:

He loved her. There was never any doubt about that, and no man in love
can be ashamed of his feelings, so why should he _deiiy it or attempt to
explain it away ? He did neither, and to the Committee he seemed simply
bT&Z6I'1. talking a lot of Shelley and clap-trap about a " ó '. s . s i .- -1 ,might be good enough for William Godwin and n' et óliwnage G rms It, _ _ . in cent century Naples,óbut for Gods own country in the twentieth century it simply would not do.
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Once more he resigned, and this time got a job with a construction

ýrm at Buffalo. (David Willsô speculations about the importance of this
period are included in this issue of ANARCHY). A year later, 111 1913,
Lane came to England at the invitation of George Montagu, later ninth
Earl of Sandwich, who had visited the Ford Republic and reported full
of enthusiasm to a committee of wealthy and inþuential people inter-
ested in penal reform who were anxious to start a self-governing colony
for delinquents. Impressed by Lane, they asked him to stay and run
their Little Commonwealth in Dorset. This was in May 1913, and the
ýrst ñcitizens ò were admitted to the Commonwealth less than two
months later.

The success of Laneôs methods there soon became evident. By
the following year it was being approvingly described in the Times
Educational Supplement, and Lane was addressing the Howard League.
ñ It was in the summer of that year, however, that the movement started
which was to carry Laneôs name throughout English educational c1rcle_s.
In July an informal but enthusiastic, conference about New Ideals 1n
Education was held at East Runton, on the Norfolk Coast, as a result
of which a small committee was set up with the duty of arranging an
annual conference on the same subject.ò Recognition by the Home
Oýce (which was needed to enable local authorities to spend public
money on the support of children sent to the Commonwealth) was not
given until March 1917. As Wills says, in v1ew of his own experience.

It is highly improbable that the Home Ofýce would recognise such a place
as the Little Commonwealth even today, when many of Lane"s ideas are
common currency, and the Home Office is, so to speak, ýfty years more
enlightened than it was then . . . How then does it come about that a
seasoned inspector of this cautious Government Department ýfty years ago,
in spite of all the muddle and confusion, the lack of order and routine,
the absence of a normal discipline and the presence of both sexes at the
riskiest ageððwhy, in spite of all this, was Russell prepared to recommend
approval '?

He ýnds the answer partly in Laneôs charm and persuasiveness and
partly in the character of Charles Russell, a very unusual man who came
relatively late in life to the Home Office staff. Unfortunately he died
soon after recognition was given.

The story of the Little Commonwealth has been told in Miss
Bazeleyôs book, and her readers will be familiar with the events leading
to its end. Two of the girls, in the course of a dispute there, alleged
that Lane had been sleeping with them. The affair died down, but at
the end of 1917 the girls absconded from the Commonwealth, got into
trouble with the police and repeated their charges. The Committee
made an enquiry and passed a vote of conýdence in Lane, the Home
Office held an enquiry and in June 1918 withdrew recognition from the
Commonwealth. Wills, who gives all the available evidence, believes
that the Home Office in fact concluded that Lane was innocent of the
charges brought against him, since they had permitted the life of the
Commonwealth to go on for six months after the enquiry as usual,
with new children being admitted, which they would scarcely have
done if Lane was seducing the girls. (There was no case for a trial
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since {he girls were above the age of consent). He further concludes
that "ó What was really objected to was not Laneôs alleged misconduct,
but Laneôs methodsðthe whole system by which the place was run.
Realising that Lane and the system were inseparable, the Home Office
insisted on his removal, after which there were to be ó certain modiýca-
tions in the arrangements and methods ô, to be indicated by Norris ò,
(who was Rus.sellôs unsympathetic successor.) t

Lane stayed at the Commonwealth to see to the dispersal of the
childrenðthe Home Office accepting his recommendationsðand in
October 1918 moved to London with his family and two of the small
children and four of the citizens for whom he had not been able
to make satisfactory arrangements. (As Wills points out, if the Home
Oþice had really believed the charges against him they would scarcely
have countenanced this: as he was an alien nothing could have been
simpler than to have withdrawn his residence permit.)

So here is this manððand his wife; for the large heart of Homer, which
could ýnd a home for all the world, would have been useless now without
the equally large heart, and willing, capable arms of Mabelðhere is this man,
with four children of his own whose ages ranged from eleven to nineteen;
with a total capital that could not have exceeded Ã200, no income and an
uncertain future; providing a home in a rented furnished house for six child-
ren who had no legal claim on him. Here his virtue of open-handed generosity
goes hand in hand with its defect of reckless extravagance.

He set up in London as a ñlecturer and consultant in psycho-
analysis ò. As an untrained layman he was careful never to refer to
his ó patients ô, they were called ó pupils ô. They came to him on the
recommendation of the well-connected patrons of the Little Common-
wealth. There is ample evidence that these pupilsl derived great beneýt
from their sessions with Lane, but it was through one of them that his
ýnal disaster came. She was a fairly well-off and highly neurotic
woman who spent most of her subsequent life in mental hospitals, and
who had made him gifts of large sums of money. Her anxious father
complained to the Home Office that his daughter was in the clutches of
an undesirable alien. In March 1925 Lane was arrested and charged
with ñfailing to register as required of an alien ò. In spite of the testi-
mony of many prominent people he was awarded a monthôs imprison-
ment and a recommendation for deportation. An appeal was lodged,
with ñ battalions of defence witnesses ò in court, when suddenly the
appeal was dropped. ñ Lane had in effect made a bargain with the
Court, through his counsel: ó Drop the deportation order and the im-
prisonment, and Iôll leave the country voluntarily.ò He died in Paris
a few months later. N

Miss Bazeley remarked of Homer Lane that ñ he had extraordin-
arily little sense of self-preservation, but an equally extraordinary
vitality and recuperative power.ò After the ýnal disaster, he lost this
resiliance. David Willsô interpretation of Laneôs inability to defend
himself, as well as an assessment of his character and achievements are
printed in this issue of ANARCHY.
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