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THE extraordinary decades of the Civil War and Interregnum, 
when many political, religious, and economic assumptions 

were questioned, have been seen until recently as probably the 
greatest period of educational innovation in English history. 
Most modern writers have accepted the traditional picture of 
puritan attitudes and ideas, disseminated in numerous published 
works, nurtured by a sympathetic government, developing into 
an embryonic state system of education, a picture given added 
colour with details of governmental and private grants to 
schools. 1 In 1967, however, J. E. Stephens, in an article in the 
British Journal of Educational Studies, suggested that detailed 
investigations into the county of York for the period 1640 to 
1660 produced a far less admirable view of the general health 
of educational institutions, and concluded that 'if the success of 
the state's policy towards education is measured in terms of 
extension and reform, it must be found wanting'. 2 The purpose 
of this present paper is twofold: to examine the same source 
material used by Stephens, to see whether a similar picture 
emerges for Lancashire and Cheshire; and to consider additional 
evidence to modify or support his main conclusions.

On one matter there is unanimity. The release of the puritan 
press in the 1640s made possible a flood of books and pamphlets 
not about education in vacuo, but about society in general, and 
the role of the teacher within it. The authors of the idealistic 
Nova Solyma and Oceana did not regard education as a separate 
entity, but as a fundamental part of their Utopian structures. 
'The readiest way', Hartlib wrote, 'to reform both Church and 
Commonwealth is to reform the schools of education therein, 
and . . . the way to reform these is to send forth reformed 
schoolmasters amongst them . . . the schoolmaster in a well- 
ordered Commonwealth is no less considerable than either the
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minister or the magistrate, because neither the one nor the other 
will prosper or subsist long without him.' 3 The writings and 
activities of Comenius, Dury, Milton, Hartlib, Petty, and a host 
of other political and educational theorists are too well known 
to need recital or advertisement; it is perhaps sufficient to sug 
gest that in no other period of our educational history has 
reform been stimulated by such high quality and widespread 
advice. 4

Nor is there much doubt that as soon as parliament had a free 
hand for legislation, it strove to give 'the propositions for reform 
ing schools ... all possible furtherance'. 5 The brevity and un 
certainty of the Interregnum make their efforts all the more 
remarkable, and it could be argued that the government's 
reputation could stand on that legislation alone, even if it had 
not been put into practice. There is evidence, however, that long 
before 1660, people were growing impatient of the government's 
dilatoriness in converting the word into the deed.

The basis of this legislation lay in the financial problems of the 
schools. For generations educational theorists had seen a con 
nection between salary and status for the teaching profession, 
and had advocated a rise in the former in order to promote the 
latter. 6 In complaining 'that the most gentlemen will give better 
wages and deal more bountifully with a fellow who can but 
teach a dog or reclaim a hawk than upon an honest, learned, 
and well-qualified man to bring up ... children', Peacham was 
only echoing both Erasmus and Roger Ascham, both of whom 
had put the status of the schoolmaster below that of horse 
trainer. The cynic might suggest that four hundred years have 
seen little change. 7

The idea that the state should give financial support to educa 
tion can again be found more than a century before the Civil 
War, though some sixteenth-century writers had suggested this 
as a means of rescuing teachers from dependence on parental 
fees. Comenius suggested that salaries should be paid partly by 
the state, while Petty, Winstanley and others advocated a 
publicly supported system of education. Even before the out 
break of hostilities, the Commons had expressed an interest in 
killing two birds with one stone by using certain revenues of the 
Church for the encouragement of learning, 8 an idea taken up by 
Hartlib who proposed the use of 'the 10th or 20th part of 
Bishops Lands, and such like to maintain English School 
masters, for the well governing of all sorts of poore Children'. 9 
In 1649 this was put into practice by the legislature.

Having abolished the episcopal hierarchy, the Long Parlia 
ment was able to vest first fruits and tenths in trustees instead of
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in the crown. The Ordinance for Maintenance for Preaching 
Ministers and other Pious Uses, dated 8 June 1649, ordered 
these trustees to 'pay yearly all such Salaries, Stipends, Allow 
ances, and provisions, as have been limited or appointed for 
preaching the Gospel, Preaching Ministers, or Schoolmasters or 
others in England or Wales, settled or confirmed by Ordinance 
or Order of Parliament'. It is on this act that the reputation of 
the Long Parliament's educational policy must stand, for most 
of the other legislation which touched on education was de 
signed merely to safeguard the school when an associated 
ecclesiastical structure was being destroyed, or to encourage the 
gradual elimination of those teachers who had royalist sym 
pathies.

As a result of this Ordinance ministers and schoolmasters 
were to enjoy the benefits of an extra £20,000 per annum, 
parliament guaranteeing the rest of this total if first fruits and 
tenths failed to reach it. That this sum is identical in size to the 
so-called first state grant to education in 1833 is as misleading 
as it is coincidental. Not only were the sympathies of the com 
mittees which had to distribute the grant much more with the 
pulpit than with the schoolroom; but only those who had been 
settled or confirmed by parliament were qualified to receive it, 
and actual payment was never certain. Over seventy years ago, 
Foster Watson showed, as a result of a cursory glance at the 
Plundered Ministers' Accounts of Lancashire and Cheshire, 
that only one grant in twenty went to schools. 10

Even in this estimation, however, Foster Watson was opti 
mistic; for in both counties, only one school benefited directly 
 that of Weaverham, whose master received an increase of 
£30 per annum. This grant, dated 6 March 1660, came too late 
to be of much use to the school, and there is no evidence of pay 
ment. In addition, two other schools were given grants by the 
trustees, but these were merely continuations of earlier awards 
given by the committee for plundered Ministers. From the 
mid-1640s, Middleton Grammar School received, via Brasenose 
College Oxford, £28 7s. 2d. from the dean and chapter of St 
Paul's; by 1650, this payment was already in arrears, and a new 
source, the impropriate Rectory of Whalley, was found, but by 
1660 payments were again in arrears. 11 The master and usher of 
Chester Grammar School had been given rises of 170 and 90 per 
cent respectively in 1646 from the revenues of the dean and 
chapter of Chester. These sums amounted to £36 and £9, which 
might be contrasted to simultaneous grants of £100 to the 
minister of Holy Trinity, £120 to St Oswald's, and £150 to St 
Peter's. Already in arrears four years later, the grammar school
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payments were made instead from first fruits and tenths in 1650. 
The arrears continued and over two years after his dismissal 
from the school the master, John Greenhalgh, was claiming that 
he had not been paid for the last two years of his mastership. 
Payment for the usher was also in arrears, and this state of 
affairs continued until the end of the Interregnum. 12 To add 
insult to injury, the master had been obliged to take twenty-four 
extra scholars for his pains. It need hardly be added that all 
grants of this nature were withdrawn at the Restoration.

Difficulties were also experienced by those schools which 
received private, as opposed to state grants. The principal 
foundations in Lancashire have been described in detail by 
W. K. Jordan, who concludes that 'the persistently intense 
interest of Lancastrians in providing accessible and full op 
portunities for grammar school education ... is well docu 
mented by the fact that these foundations were continued with 
out interruption throughout the period of grave political and 
economic unsettlement' of 1640-60. 13 However, if the subse 
quent history of these benefactions is followed, much that has 
been presented to the credit of the 'troubled decades' has to be 
qualified by stories of frustrations and delays. The execution of 
the will of Robert Lever, for example, who left £600 to Bolton 
Grammar School in 1644, had to await court of chancery pro 
ceedings thirteen years later. 14 At Aldingham, Audlem and 
Wallasey at least ten years elapsed between the legacy for a 
school and its implementation.

These delays were not isolated exceptions to a general sense 
of educational urgency generated by puritan propagandists and 
legislators; they were rather symptomatic of a general malaise 
brought about by the atmosphere of the Civil War period, which 
showed itself most clearly in a widespread effort to avoid social 
and even legal responsibilities if the slightest excuse presented 
itself. The records of Blackburn Grammar School show that on 
21 December 1642, 'by Reason that the Master could not Receue 
his wages, the tymes beinge soe distracted, that there should v 11 
bee lent him'. One year later to the day, 'it was ordered that Mr. 
Swinlehurst the Schole Master beinge at want of mony, beinge 
three Rents behinde, by Reason of the distracted tymes: that he 
shall haue ten pounds out of the stocke mony: till the Rents due 
to the said Schole Come in'. In 1644, the master was 'fyue Rents 
beehind by Reason of the distracted tymes'. Sometimes, pro 
perty could not be let; and of that which was, some tenants had 
lost many of their goods during the war. 18

Macclesfield Grammar School experienced similar difficulties, 
though here the situation was made more complicated by the
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sequestration of the estates of Thomas Bold, the schoolmaster. 16 
Kirkham suffered still further. One master gave 'up the teaching 
whether for want of his sallarie, or feare of the Parliament 
Armie', and another fled 'for fear of Souldiers home into 
Yorkshire' and 'could not be gotten again'. At the heart of 
much of the trouble there was the mislaying of the school 
writings when 'the County was in a Combustion'. 17 These 
writings included deeds concerning the leasing of the school's 
property and it is evident that at Kirkham, as in other places 
such as Bury and Walton on the Hill where such documents 
were lost, some lessees took advantage for their own material 
gain.

Rivington Grammar School could afford no master between 
1649 and 1654 as the school's tenants, 'taking advantage of the 
late troubles', refused to pay their rent. 18 The Witton accounts 
for 1642-9 show a drastic reduction of two thirds in the annual 
total of rents received compared with pre-war amounts; unpaid 
rent amounted to nearly £130. 19 Bradley Hayhurst, the master 
at Stockport, deserted the school at Christmas 1644 because his 
salary was several quarters in arrears and, to make matters 
worse, he had to be replaced by a non-graduate. 20

The extent to which endowed schools suffered from delays and 
failure of income is well illustrated by the activities of the Com 
missioners for Charitable Uses who were called to investigate 
Lancashire or Cheshire schools on 43 occasions during the 
seventeenth century (according to the published index), 26 of 
them during the years 1651 to 1670. It is possible, of course, to 
produce these activities as evidence of the government's sense of 
responsibility towards the schools, and in some cases the nature 
of the investigation suggests this. 21 At Minshull and Oldham, 
for example, attempts were made to claim bequests which had 
been unpaid for many years before the Civil War.

Most of the investigations, however, coming some years after 
the end of the Civil War, serve as a condemnation of the period 
under review. At Bury no interest had been paid on part of 
Henry Bury's bequest since 1642 and some of his books had 
been lost. Some rents at Oldham had been unpaid for four years, 
at Rochdale for two-and-a-half, at Deane for three, and at 
Mobberley for seven years. Here the lessees 'as yett have given 
no just Accompt but rather endeavoured to conceale the said 
five poundes'. Despite their obvious sense of urgency, the com 
missioners were not always successful in their attempts to 
recover these rents, and, indeed, found themselves hampered on 
occasion by statutory limitations. 22 Middleton Grammar 
School complained that payment from the Duchy of Lancaster,
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regular since the continuation warrants of the Edwardian re 
formation, were in arrears. As the office of the duchy had been 
dissolved, other schools also went without these payments from 
1642 to 1663 Blackburn, Leyland, Liverpool and Man 
chester. 23

Schools which were situated near any military activity could 
consider themselves very fortunate indeed if their only disrup 
tion was loss of papers and rents. Many suffered more severely 
and permanently. The best known account of the general 
harassment of educational institutions by soldiers is that of 
Adam Martindale, who was inconvenienced at Upholland 'by 
the soldiers often quartering among us, to the depriving us of 
our beds and chambers', and was prevented from taking up a 
school in Sefton by the 'blustering times'. 24 Soldiers smashed the 
windows at Blackburn and Bolton, invaded the schoolhouse at 
Manchester, and at Barthomley actually killed the master, John 
Fowler. While defending the church tower, he had his throat cut 
by Major Connaught at the head of a troop of Irish royalists. 25 
The master at Chester, to add to all his other troubles, had his 
house destroyed. Valuable property in the city belonging to 
Witton school, the Saracen's Head, was demolished as a result 
of the siege of Chester in 1645-6, and the feoffees' subsequent 
petition to parliament for financial aid towards the repairs was 
unsuccessful. Christopher Wase's survey thirty years later 
stated that the library of the school had been destroyed in the 
war but there is a suspicion that at least some of the books 
found their way into another school with more royalist 
sympathies. 26

A petition from the inhabitants of Weaverham in 1651 to the 
mayor and corporation of Chester recites that they had been

at great cost in erecting a Schoolehouse, not long before the beginning of 
these late distractions in this Nation . . . the sayd towne was soe envyed by 
the Cavalleere partye . . . that they defaced the sayd Schoolehouse and broke 
downe both the doores and windowes and otherwise abused the same, 
breaking the seates in peeces so that it is not fit to keep Schoole in.

Not to be outdone, the children promptly rivalled the vandalism 
of the soldiers by wrecking the church which was their tem 
porary schoolroom. 27 On the whole, one cannot escape the 
conclusion that the royalists were largely to blame for much of 
the deliberate damage to educational property during the 
hostilities; it supports A. F. Leach's view that 'the Parlia 
mentary army was well in hand, and none of its soldiers could 
have supposed that an attack on a school would be regarded as 
anything but an outrage'. 28



EDUCATION 1640-1660 45

If further indication be needed of the destructive effects of the 
1640s one may turn to the number of schools which had to close 
temporarily, though it must be admitted that the disappearance 
of some might be accounted for by the lack of episcopal docu 
mentation after 1646. Walton le Dale and Frodsham certainly 
lapsed for a time, and J. J. Bagley has concluded that 'the 
original school at Upholland disappeared in the confusion of 
those crowded and dangerous years . . . any source of income it 
might have had in addition to pupils' fees disappeared with it'. 29

If this accumulated evidence of widespread unrest, disruption 
and damage is to be accepted, how can it be reconciled to the 
impression conveyed by A. F. Leach, Foster Watson, and 
W. A. L. Vincent that schools blossomed under the benevolence 
of a puritan government? This resulted partly from a combina 
tion of their enthusiasm for the puritan government, and an 
assumption that legislation had been carried into effect. Recently, 
however, their views have been quantified by W. K. Jordan, who 
has concluded 'during the troubled decades of the Puritan 
Revolution . . . the pace of founding schools in Lancashire had 
been maintained with very little check'. 30 The text of his Social 
Institutions of Lancashire includes grants to new and existing 
schools totalling about £9,500; this figure jumps to £12,439 at 
the end of his chapter on education by the somewhat dubious 
addition of grants by Lancastrians to schools in other counties; 
and the summary totals at the end of the volume recalculate this 
as £17,378 19s.! These statistics, often given an air of finality by 
frequent use of two places of decimals, are misleading in several 
ways.

Since the appearance of Professor Jordan's major work on 
English philanthropy in 1958, 31 it has been criticised for failing 
deliberately to take into account the effects of inflation which, 
according to one recent estimate,32 reached a peak in the middle 
of the seventeenth century after a steady rise for a century and 
a half. As well as depressing the value of benefactions, it was 
making the financial position of many teachers in free schools 
more precarious than ever. Certainly, if an age is to be judged in 
terms of its financial donations, these should be calculated in 
real, and not apparent values.

Secondly, on a matter of interpretation, £7,000 out of the 
£9,500 given to Lancashire schools came from one donor, 
Humphrey Chetham, to one school, Chetham's in Manchester. 
Admirable and long lasting as this foundation was, it means that 
the number of donors during the period 1640-60 is less than the 
total grant would suggest. It also makes questionable Professor 
Jordan's assertion that 'full opportunities for grammar school
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education' was the prime objective of these founders, for 
Chetham's was not a grammar school!

Thirdly, there were many new schools, especially at elementary 
level, which started during these twenty years with no endow 
ment at all; some, like Ellell, were private and short lived, others 
more permanent. In addition, there were many endowments 
given to Lancashire schools during this period of which Pro 
fessor Jordan takes apparently no account. It is pleasant to see, 
for example, after all that has been said about soldiers, that 
Chorley school received £86 3s. 4d. from the arrears of pay of 
General Ashton's brigade. Brindle, Clifton, Esprick, Flixton, 
Kirkby Ireleth, Much Woolton, Tarleton all these and others 
 benefited also, but they do not appear in Professor Jordan's 
text, despite his claim to have examined all the available 
evidence. 33 Lest it be thought that these 'missing' schools justify 
his unwitting optimism, it should be pointed out that in every 
other period from 1480 with which the Civil War and Inter 
regnum are compared, there are similar, and in some cases more 
numerous omissions.

The most reliable guide to the chronological provision of 
schooling in Lancashire and Cheshire is the graph produced by 
P. J. Wallis in this society's Transactions, volume 120. This 
represents the number of schools in the two counties, the first 
evidence for which appears in specified periods, and while not 
infallible when expressed in terms of exact figures, it indicates 
quite clearly that the dramatic increase in Elizabethan and 
early-Stuart foundations came to a sudden halt in 1640. This 
pattern, incidentally, is much more in accord with that found by 
Professor Jordan in his wider studies of Bristol, Buckingham 
shire, Hampshire, Kent, Lancashire, London, Norfolk, Wor 
cestershire, and Yorkshire. 34

It seems clear that the sources which led to J. E. Stephens' 
reappraisal of the effects of this period on Yorkshire education 
reveal the same disturbing patterns on the western side of the 
Pennines, especially in the 1640s. It would be interesting to see 
how far this state of affairs spread to other counties further 
removed from the scenes of conflict, but such an enquiry is out 
side our scope. The purpose of the remainder of this paper is to 
consider other sources which might confirm or modify the 
general pattern presented so far.

In times of great religious and political change, it might be 
expected that the turnover of teaching staff would be far greater 
than normal. An examination of 25 schools in Lancashire and 
Cheshire indicates, however, that this was not the case. 35 There 
were 73 changes of mastership between 1620 and 1640, 71 from
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1640 to 1660, and 68 during the twenty years following the 
Restoration. The conclusion that large numbers were not 
ejected for religious or political beliefs ties in with what is 
known about the teaching profession during other periods of 
change; the Reformation and the Clarendon Code were largely 
accepted in the classroom by those who preferred to save their 
employment rather than their consciences.

It was generally recognised, of course, that 'in ofTten muta 
tions noe School can fflourish'; but a teacher can be a disruptive 
influence on the pupils without actually leaving his job. 36 Those 
schools whose master was rewarded for puritan beliefs by 
promotion within the Church suffered from his absence from 
the classroom. Great Crosby provides a good example, when 
John Kidd, who had been master for twenty-one years, accepted 
a curacy with an extra £30 per annum, contrary to the spirit of 
the school's articles. In May 1648, the Merchant Taylors' 
Company received a report that 'Mr. Kidde, the Chief School 
Master, hath much neglected the school and applied himself to 
the Ministry, being Minister in that part of the parish which is 
in Crosby, and likewise hath often absented himself from the 
school on days which required his presence, which hath been the 
chief cause that the best sort of inhabitants thereabouts have not 
sent their sons to be taught in that school'. Kidd was finally 
dismissed in 1651. 37

Some teachers were undoubtedly victims of the financial 
difficulties experienced by the schools. When income, normally 
in the form of rents, failed to appear regularly, and the numbers 
of children in attendance declined, some teachers were dis 
missed as schools employed fewer staff or closed altogether. 
Lancashire quarter sessions papers suggest that the 1650s was 
a time of hardship. When all references to schoolteachers in 
quarter sessions cases in the seventeenth century are analysed, 
several categories emerge. General misdemeanours, for example, 
are found throughout the century, as are cases of hardship 
among petty school teachers. Only in the 1650s, however, are 
there petitions for relief from those who had been ejected from 
grammar schools. In 1653 the aged John Woodward com 
plained that the feoffees had put him out of Standish Free 
Grammar School, and that the local gentry had failed to grant 
him the relief of £4 which they had promised. He therefore urged 
the justices of the peace to 'save him from begging and preserve 
his lyffe' because he was 'utterly cast away, being ould and 
weake and badd of eyesight'. 38

Similarly placed was James Molyneux, late usher of Wigan 
Grammar School, who had been ejected in 1656 'by Reason of
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some sickness', and was now without income, 'to the Utter 
Impoverishment of his said Wyffe and Children'. 39 It could be 
argued, of course, that the existence of these documents reflects 
the humanity of the justices during the Interregnum rather than 
the type of petitioner concerned. It does seem, however, that the 
normal care which schools showed for retiring teachers was no 
longer so readily available during the period, and it is known 
that Cromwell himself intervened to save some ejected school 
masters from hardship.

Another source indicating the detrimental effect of the period 
on education is the number of undergraduates attending Oxford 
and Cambridge, figures which were first printed some seventy 
years ago and which have been recently corrected by Lawrence 
Stone to try to take omissions into account. Referring to the 
estimated 70 per cent increase in the number of undergraduates 
between 1560 and 1640, and calling some of its causes and con 
sequences 'the educational revolution', Stone concludes that 'in 
quantitative terms, English higher education did not get back to 
the level of the 1630s until after the first World War; did not 
surpass it until after the second'. 40 The decline began with a 
catastrophic drop of 50 per cent in the decennial average of 
student numbers in the 1640s, attended by a 20-25 per cent drop 
in the number of entrants to the Inns of Court.

The numbers of students coming from Lancashire and 
Cheshire dropped dramatically in the early 1640s, though the 
numbers going to Cambridge recovered quickly. Oxford was 
paralysed by the military activities of the war, and between 1643 
and 1649 inclusive recorded only thirteen students from the two 
counties. In 1644, 1645 and 1648, indeed, there appear to have 
been none at all. If both universities are taken together the 
worst year was 1643 when only two went to Cambridge and one 
to Oxford (see figure 2). Cold statistics become more personal 
through Adam Martindale, typical of a whole generation of 
potential undergraduates who were denied that opportunity.

About the beginning of July, 1639, being above sixteene years of age, I 
took my solemn leave of my master and my schoole-fellowes, being allowed 
by him as readie for the University. But the worst was, the University was 
not so readie for me; Warres being coming on, that soone after turned 
Oxford (whither I was designed) into a garrison, and many scholars into 
soldiers.41

Several well-known grammar school masters of the second 
half of the seventeenth century were apparently without a 
degree, among them William Liptrott, one of the most successful 
teachers in either county during the seventeenth century if one 
may judge by the value of his estate. 42 It seems to be in this
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period, incidentally, that students from the north west began to 
look to Glasgow and Edinburgh for a university education. The 
status of a school within the community depended then just as 
much as in our own day on its success in getting pupils to 
university; and if it is noted that even in normal times, partly 
because of their sparse population, Lancashire and Cheshire 
together were sometimes sending fewer undergraduates than 
some of the individual great schools of the south west and East 
Anglia, it is evident that the attractions of a grammar school 
education in the two counties were reduced to a minimum in the 
mid-seventeenth century.

A further factor which may be taken as an index to the status 
of a school is its distance from the homes of its pupils, the most 
popular schools offering boarding facilities. There is some 
evidence that the uncertanties of the Civil War caused families 
to withdraw into the security of their immediate surroundings, 
and to educate their children either at home or within easy reach 
by foot or horseback, where a decade earlier they might have 
been educated further afield. Distrust of boarding education 
affected teachers' salaries adversely, and reduced parental choice 
of school.

The normal proportion of students matriculating at Cam 
bridge between 1625 and 1665 who recorded that they had been 
educated away from their home town was between 20 and 25 per 
cent. In 1642 this figure dropped to 14 per cent, recovering by 
the mid-1640s. When Adam Martindale took the post at 
Upholland in the early 1640s, one of the inconveniences he 
recorded was 'the discouragements that many lay under to send 
their children in those days of constant alarmes'. 43 This can be 
confirmed by a survey of the surviving school registers, though 
unfortunately these are very rare. The intake of Rivington school 
declined earlier than the 1640s, but in 1642 the number of pupils 
fell to 8 from a figure of over 30 two decades earlier. The intake 
of Shrewsbury school dropped by over 40 per cent in the early 
1640s, the headmaster explaining, 'Let my successor blame 
civil war . . . that academies mourn and are desolate, that 
colonies of the Muses are desolate, and the number of Shrews 
bury School for this two years is so small.' 14

Other figures for the pattern of school attendance may be 
gleaned from entries in the Dictionary of National Biography, 
though numbers here are considerably fewer than Cambridge 
matriculations and therefore provide only supporting evidence. 
Of those born between 1628 and 1631, a much smaller propor 
tion were educated away from their home town than was 
normally the case before or after. In the case of the DNB, how-



EDUCATION 1640-1660 51

ever, a further factor emerges which is difficult to explain a 
large decline in the total number of entries of people who were 
born between 1639 and 1644. This suggests that in the early 
1650s many children were not at school who would have 
attended in any other decade, or that, of those who did attend, 
there was a remarkable drop in the number who became famous 
or infamous enough to merit a place in the pages of the DNB, 
or that there was a serious, short-lived decline in the birth rate.

The most important effect of the period 1640-60 on the 
development of our educational system and, indeed, on our 
social and political history, only becomes clear when a much 
longer period than our twenty years is surveyed. It is most 
vividly illustrated by the foundation dates for grammar and 
elementary schools and, as the remainder of this paper is based 
on the distinction between the two, some cautionary words are 
necessary. It is easy to define a grammar school as one in which 
the classical languages were taught; showing that this was the 
curriculum of any one particular school is more difficult. P. J. 
Wallis accepts the criteria of pupils at university, a graduate 
master, or the inclusion of Latin as a requirement in a founda 
tion deed, where other evidence is lacking. However, when a 
school sent only one pupil per century to university, it is, per 
haps, stretching the definition a little too far to call it a grammar 
school. 45 Table I is based on Wallis's 'Preliminary register of old 
schools in Lancashire and Cheshire' with some slight modifica 
tions in the light of more recent information, and certain re- 
classifications of a handful of schools. 46 It indicates the number 
of schools in the two counties whose first appearance was within 
specified decades.

One quarter of all known grammar schools existing between 
1500 and 1700 had been started before 1550, half before 1590, 
and over 90 per cent before 1650. Of those listed as grammar 
school foundations subsequent to 1650, only two (Chowbent 
and Whitefield) had a greater claim to this title than having a 
graduate master, or sending one pupil to university. The 14 
Cheshire grammar schools listed by Robson as having a founda 
tion date between 1650 and 1800 had all been started before 
1650. 47

The period 1640-60 was therefore of fundamental importance 
in changing attitudes towards the grammar school during the 
seventeenth century, and its effect was to depress the quality, 
status, and even number of these schools until the revival of 
their popularity following Balfour's Education Act of 1902. The 
founding of elementary schools, on the other hand, shows a very 
different pattern. They were far more numerous in the sixteenth
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century than most writers have assumed, although they seem to 
have suffered a temporary setback in the second quarter of the 
seventeenth century. 48 From 1660, in complete contrast to the 
pattern of grammar school foundation, the elementary school 
rate increased. Of those known to exist between 1500 and 1700, 
one quarter had started before 1600, one half by 1640, and 
almost 30 per cent commenced between 1660 and 1680. The 
myth that our elementary school system was based on the work 
of the Society for the Propagation of Christian Knowledge in 
the eighteenth century is no longer acceptable, for by the time 
of its foundation in 1699 almost every village in these two 
counties had an elementary school available.

TABLE r
Earliest recorded dales of grammar and elementary schools: 

Lancashire and Cheshire
Grammar Elementary

Pre 1550 27 3
1550-59 7 5
1560-69 7 6
1570-79 8 . 14*
1580-89 5 3
1590-99 7 11
1600-09 9 6
1610-19 6 10
1620-29 9 U
1630-39 5 ' 6
1640^*9 4 8
1650-59 5 It
1660-69 2 IS
1670-79   n
1680-89   11
1690-99   13

* This high figure is due almost entirely to the existence of a good source of 
information for 1578, which leads one to suspect that the number of ele 
mentary schools in the sixteenth century in general is much greater than the 
rest of this table would suggest.

The reason why the 1640s and 1650s formed a watershed in 
the contrasting fortunes of grammar and elementary education 
is not difficult to find. Earlier in the century, when the products 
of the recently founded grammar schools passed through the 
universities in ever-increasing numbers, they began to find fewer 
opportunities suitable to that education. The 'poor scholar', 
whose appearance on the English stage dates almost solely in 
the period 1590 -1650, was one whose education had fitted him 
for a church which could not employ him. Elizabethan and 
Jacobean dramatists satirise these men mercilessly. 'A scholar, 
quoth you!' bemoans Miles, a 'poor scholar' in Robert Greene's 
Friar Bacon and Friar Bungay, 'marry, sir, I would I had been 
made a bottle-maker when I was made a scholar, for I can neither
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get to be deacon, reader, nor schoolmaster, no, not the clerk of a 
parish'. The opening lines of James Shirley's The Bird in a Cage, 
first acted in 1633, criticise the possible founding of a new college 
because 'there are more scholars than can live one by another 
already; 'tis a pity we should have more plenty of learned 
beggars'. Shirley himself had been a schoolmaster until he 
began writing commercially, one of many who accepted such 
work because there was nothing else available better suited to 
their education.

The influence which such well educated but frustrated men 
exercised on a new generation passing through the schools can 
only be surmised. Their political outlet is more obvious, and in 
Past and Present some years ago, Mark Curtis developed the 
theme at length, concluding that

the importance of the group described did not, however, arise from its 
numerical strength, but rather from the character and training of its 
members. They were a significant segment of the educated, talented, sensi 
tive, conscientious men in Stuart society men who would be capable of 
giving leadership and direction to the causes that they shared in common 
with others. For that reason understanding of the social conditions that 
produced them especially the unwitting role of the universities and other 
institutions of education helps to explain the rising storm that shattered 
the Stuart system of government and swept England into the agonies of 
Civil War.49

In Lancashire, Martindale was urged by his relatives to regard 
such men as poor examples to follow, 'alledging too many 
instances of such as had made no advantage of their learning, 
though they had been brought up so long to it as to be fit for 
nothing else'. 50

After the Civil War, the grammar school was ostracised by 
High and Low Church, Tory and Whig alike, the one for having 
produced too many educated adults with ideas above their 
station, and the other for offering an out of date, elitist cur 
riculum. While both turned to advocating alternative institu 
tions, the pleas of a moderate such as Christopher Wase fell on 
deaf ears. His Considerations concerning free-Schools as settled 
in England was written to counter the opinion 'commonly 
receiv'd, that the Scholars of England are over-proportion'd to 
the preferments for lettered Persons'. 1" 1 The view he puts forward, 
that for the 'politer Handicrafts', 'even in hedging and ditching', 
education is an advantage, already sounds a generation out of 
date. The ideas and the ideals of the 1640s had to remain dor 
mant for another two hundred years as the social mobility of the 
pre-Civil War years, though little enough even then, was 
deliberately restricted. Indeed, a case could be argued that any 
child who has attended a secondary modern school has been a 
victim of the English Civil War. 52
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Across the Atlantic, in puritan Massachusetts and Con 
necticut, the seeds sown by Comenius, Hartlib, and the English 
reformers had already taken root; but in England itself, the 
reformers had seen all their hopes dashed, and even before the 
Restoration, expressed disappointment with the apparent failure 
of their revolution. Early in 1660, Hartlib wrote to the vice- 
chancellor of Cambridge;

And if in the beginning of our professions to a reformation in these last 
18 years, we had fallen to this practice, and paid as many schoolmasters as 
we have done military officers, listing regiments of children under them, to 
be by them train'd up in the nurture and admonition of the Lord, instead 
of so many thousands of poor men to be sacrificed to the passions and lusts 
of their rulers, whose ignorance teacheth them to seek an establishment in 
those things, upon which God has decreed an uncertainty, we had by this 
time reaped better fruits of our labours and expences, then disappointment, 
division, poverty, shame, and confusion, all which are in great letters upon 
the present frames of men's spirits, and posture of our affairs.53
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