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Sins of the fathers:
the end of an

educational experiment
PAUL FOOT

“SCHOOL, WHAT 1S SCHOOL, nobody really knows what it is. School is
a place kids go to to be taught subjects such as maths, English and
many other subjects. School is not a thing to be laughed at, because
it helps many people to get on in the world. Long ago, many people
never had schools, and only the very rich people had tutors.”
~_The leader-writer in this term’s first issue of the Braehead News
1s Helen Tulley, 13, a pupil starting her final year at Brachead
Secondary School, in Buckhaven, Fife. If you ask her for quotes, she
will say that she disapproves of Braehead because it does not do
enough “teaching of subjects like maths, English and other subjects”
and therefore does not ‘“‘help people to get on in the world”. But in
private she is delighted that she goes to Braechead and is now on the
Braehead News editorial board and not sweating it out in classes in the
High School up the road. |

Her younger school-friends will not have the choice. Fife County
Council decided on 12th December last year that Brachead would be
closed down and incorporated in the High School as a comprehensive.
Protests to the Secretary of State for Scotland have produced no change
of mind. The decision is final. Only the closing date is still in doubt.

Unlike the usual groans about comprehensive schemes—that the
grammar schools will be “levelled down” by secondary modern incor-
rigibles—most of the complaints voiced are concerned solely with the
closing of Braehead School. For Braehead has become, in the last ten
years, one of the most remarkable State schools in Britain.

Scottish reactions to the “Butler” Education Act of 1944 (the
Scottish equivalent was passed in 1945) were slower than in England,

PAUL FOOT, whose excellent account of Braehead School is reprinted
by kind permission of the author and The Queen (the magazine, not the
institution) is the author of the Penguin Special Tmmigration and Race
in British Politics and of the recent Anti-Cameron Report, a devastating

critique of the official enquiry into the Barbican and Horseferry Road
site disputes.
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and it was not until 1957 that the ‘“‘comprehensive’ system operating
in towns like Buckhaven went over to the recommended structure of
senior secondary (grammar) and junior secondary (secondary modern).
Brachead was a ‘‘comprehensive’ until 1957, rigidly streamed but con-
taining under one leaking roof the bright pupils of Scottish Certificate
grade as well as the drop-outs. Then the *‘sheep” were herded into the
glittering new High School and the *‘goats” were left behm‘c} at .Brae;:
head, to be joined by a small band of politely-termed “modified
children who had stayed over their time at the Denbeath Primary
School nearby. .

The small mining towns of Buckhaven and Methil are not the
perfect background for progressive social experiment. They hover

gloomily on the Firth of Forth, their buildings and beaches blackened

by the grime from the Wellesley colliery, shortly to close. Most of the
men work, or worked, in the coal mines up and down the coastline—
notably the large Michael colliery at East Wemyss which, many local
people believe, may close after two recent gas explosions. Two of the
nine miners killed in the disaster at the Michael pit were fathers of
children at Braehead School. s

With the increase in long-term unemployment, families fall apart
and crime increases. A recent murder at Leven, which involved a
brothel not 100 yards from Brachead School, evoked typically lurid
language from defence counsel at the trial: |

“You have to descend into this twilight world of falsehoods,
beatings, drunkenness and murder. . . .” pzik

A. S. Neill, the famous libertarian educationist, was forced to
practise his theories with the children of middle-class liberal parents
who could afford his fees. Most other reformers of modern times—
Currie of Dartington Hall is the most obvious example—have taught
children who have been “properly brought up”. By contrast, the
children of Brachead come from tough, rough backgrounds where every
penny must be counted. The Headmaster has no right to pick and
choose pupils and parents. He has to take them as they come, un-
softened (or unspoilt) by the veneer of good manners and liberal gene-
rosity. Nor is there any of the tolerance of permissive ideas which can
be found in the south. Buckbaven lies near the heart of John Knox
country—where one of the most puritanical disciplinarian movements
took root and prospered. .

One of the best-qualified applicants in 1957 for the post of Head-
master of the new school was Robert Mackenzie, son of a radical station-
master in rural Aberdeenshire and a graduate of Aberdeen University. The
Staffing Committee of Fife Education Committee which interviewed the
applicants saw a tall, craggy Scot with a gentle voice and a sudden, mis-
chievous smile. It took note of an impeccable teaching record at Galashiels
Academy (grammar) and the enlightened Templehall School, Kirkcaldy
(secondary modern). Mackenzie must have seemed an intelligent
fellow, perhaps with a few ideas about education which he could use
to help justify the school to angry parents. It is a fair guess that the
committee came nowhere near to understanding what Robert Mackenzie
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stood for, because it gave him the job—and few of its members have
ceased to regret it.

Robert Mackenzie got many of his ideas about education from a
year's teaching soon after leaving university at a tiny school (about
forty pupils) called the Order Of Woodcraft Chivalry. The Order was
set up on the banks of the Hampshire Avon with some money left for
the purpose by a Quaker eccentric named Ernest Westlake.

Work was entirely voluntary at the Order Of Woodcraft Chivalry.
The accent was on outdoor activities. Mackenzie recalls:

“It was an exhilarating mixture of Freud and the Red Indians.
A lot of it was quite mad, of course, and the children were entirely
unrepresentative, since their parents had to pay fees. We were all
reading and discussing A. S. Neill at the time, and the place proved to
me the accuracy of his basic theme—that people who are free grow up
happy, that if children are not happy, it is because they are not free.

“There was also this terribly important thing—the absence of fear.
If children stop being frightened of all the hoodoos and the feelings of
guilt imposed on them by their parents and conventional schooling,
they start to live entirely different, more invigorating existences.”

Such ideas were quickly submerged by the Second World War,
when Mackenzie became a navigator for the RAF. He went back to
teaching after the war, but resolved no longer to experiment in the
sociological no-man’s-land of the middle-class liberal intellectual. He
has always maintained that educational experiment and reform is really
valuable only when applied in the State system—-which caters for more
than ninety-five per cent of British children.

At Galashiels in the Borders, he set himself bravely to ‘“‘re-learning
all the stuff about the Napoleonic wars, and forgetting it again—just
like the children”. He struck a deal with his principal teacher, who
allowed him to speed through the history syllabus in two terms so he
could teach H. G. Wells’ Outline Of History in the third. In his recent
book, The Sins Of The Children, Mackenzie writes about Wells:

“Back over the centuries (and particularly in Scotland) education
had been a heavy oppressive thing, impressing the student with the
weight and majesty and authority of the figures of the past and as a
result giving him a feeling of his own insignificance in the company of
these hoary characters. Along came Wells and challenged them all—
particularly Caesar and Napoleon.”

Where possible, at Galashiels and at Kirkcaldy, Mackenzie tried to
get his children out of the classroom and into the countryside. He has
no time for the cold-bath-before-breakfast philosophy of Gordonstoun
and Outward Bound, with its accent on competition, discipline and
achievement.

On the contrary, the countryside for Mackenzie provides a haven
where education in geography, history, botany, biology and art can
take place in an atmosphere of freedom not available in the classrooms
or the streets and playgrounds of a mining town.

When Robert Mackenzie was installed as Headmaster, the Con-
venor of the Staffing Committee of Fife Education Committee made the
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standard speech of welcome. The words of the speech, according to
Mackenzie, encouraged experiment and reform. But experiment and
reform, it was clear, were only to be encouraged as long as they made
no real impact on the school or on the community. :

There was no immediate revolution when Mackenzie took over
Braehead. He is the last man to bulldoze his colleagues with his terms
and views. An older member of the stafl admitted his astonishment at
discovering in one of Mackenzie’s books that “‘the Headmaster really
thought all that”. Normal curricula, normal routines, normal tech-
niques dominated the early years at Brachead. Mackenzie’s ideas were
effected more by omission than by intervention. When asked whether
the school should have a uniform, Mackenzie, who hates uniforms,
shrugged his shoulders and said that the children could decide. There
were no uniforms. He managed to persuade the staff to abandon “the
belt” (a Scottish euphemism for corporal punishment) for girls. But
when he suggested that, for a trial period, the teachers should stop
belting boys, the entire staff signed a protest petition and sent it to
the Director of Education. The proposal was dropped. .

The two main departures from ordinary junior secondary routine
were in the teaching of art and the extra-curricular activities. The

deputy headmaster at Braehead is Hamish Rodger, a wiry Highlander,

who saw the founding of the school as a perfect opportunity to teach
art in the liveliest and most unconventional way. Thus art lessons at
Braehead are apparently chaotic affairs, with pupils ranged across the
barren art-room, drawing and painting as they choose with the maximum
of individual instruction.

The results have been staggering. The corridors and classrooms
at the school are hung with paintings which would compliment a good
provincial art gallery. The Braehead paintings have been shown at
exhibitions at Aberdeen, Dundee and Glasgow colleges of education,
and a selection was shown at the start of an art conference at the
Glasgow College of Art. The exhibition in Nove.mber. }9_65 had un-
patronising, if surprised, rave notices from every major critic in Scotland.

Rodger’s aim is to widen his pupils’ knowledge through the art
medium. Two months before each Christmas, he concentrates his art
classes on a massive programme of Christmas decorations for the school.
He chooses different themes each year to broaden the children’s know-
ledge and interest. One year, he concentrated on the Commonwealth
Arts Festival; another, on the architectural development of Buckhaven;
another, on the old eighteenth-century fishing communities of Buck-
haven and Leven. A forty-foot high Neptune was built from driftwood
and wire, and magnificent marine murals, painted for the most part on
old newspaper, turned the school hall into a weird but glorious aquarium.

As T talked with (or rather listened to) Hamish Rodger in the old
art-room, his enthusiasm for his pupils’ work began to take hold of him,
until he was ripping old canvases off the cupboards and spreading them
out on the floor. Here was a group of oriental paintings, the figures
standing out clearly from their abstract backgrounds: here was an
African group, the dancers merging musically into the pattern (*We
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connected it with pop; showed how beat music originated in the Negro
culture”); here was a vast canvas, half of it superbly painted and
devised, half of it crude and incompetent scrawl: ‘““There were two
boys on this. One was no good, one very good. The good one knew
the other was bad, but was quite happy to work on the project together
with him, happily, for many days. That’s what the whole thing’s about.
Not the results. Not art for art’s sake or any of that bloody humbug.
But art for the children’s sake.”

Hamish Rodger was standing now in the middle of his art-room,
the entire floor and most of the walls covered with painted canvases
and photographs of murals. “And now,” he said grimly, “this has all
gone for six, because in the new school we won’t get the facilities for
this kind of thing. They will spend the money on digests of Plato.”

In late 1960, a young mountaineer called Hamish Brown called in
at the school and asked if he could fill in three spare months teaching
English. Before long, he organised expeditions into the Highland
mountains and moors of Inverness-shire and Argylishire. Representa-
tions to the Forestry Commission produced a small hut near Loch
Rannoch, where the pupils travel in groups of ten between March and
October every year to spend a few days in wild freedom.

“Every time you take a new bunch to Rannoch,” says Hamish
Brown, ““you get the same thrill. As they get out of the bus [a minibus
bought after money had been begged and borrowed and with the help
of a local authority grant], they explode. It’s like a cork coming out of
a bottle. They just run and run for miles.”

Demand for these trips is high, and Hamish Brown reckons nearly
half the school’s 460 boys and girls go out on some form of expedition
each year. He has also worked out that the examination results of
those who go on expeditions is higher than for those who do not, higher
even than the average junior secondary results in all Scotland.

Outdoor activities do not stop there. Canoes have been built by
the boys, and these are paddled out to sea on calm days. And Mac-
kenzie found to his astonishment that two members of his staff were
qualified gliding instructors. Squads of boys are taken out to the

‘gliding aerodrome near Loch Leven and flown around at 2,000 feet,

from which vantage they can gain a better knowledge of Fife than
from any map.

Most of this was greeted in Buckhaven, and by Fife Education
Committee, with extreme suspicion. The parents of Braechead were
understandably upset that their children had been left behind by the
High School pupils; that the difference in schools was a crucial, merit
difference, a ruthless division of the able from the drop-outs. Braehead
was a symbol of this division, and it was therefore distrusted. The
grumbling grew when the parents saw the canoes on the sea and the
uniforms discarded and heard from their children that at some lessons
they were very much left to themselves. Many parents saw the experi-
ment and the comparative lack of discipline as an added insult; further
evidence that their children were not up to it. These parents would
have been happier if their children had trod the weary treadmill of




















































