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PREFACE

The beginning of All Saints' School, Bloxham, has been described by its
Founder, the Revd Philip Reginald Egerton.
'I had been for the first two years of my clerical life one of the curates of the
parish of Deddington, close to Bloxham, which I was obliged, in common with
the other curates, to leave on the return of the then vicar to his parish. It
happened that on a Monday morning, in the autumn of 1859, my fellow curate
and myself walked over to Banbury to see the vicar of Banbury, Mr. Wilson.
After seeing him, my friend proposed that we should return by way of Bloxham,
instead of going back the way we had come, viz., through Adderbury. It was this
change of route that led to my beginning the School at Bloxham. As we
approached the village, I saw, for the first time, that portion of the buildings,
which had already been erected by a Mr. Hewett, and solemnly dedicated to the
service of the Church. This school had failed, and had been broken up, and for
two years there had been no school existing, and the property was to be sold by
auction on the Thursday following that Monday.
We went to the vicar of Bloxham, obtained the keys of the building, and went
over it — lamenting that it had been abandoned and the work given up — the
more so as there was talk of its falling into the hands of those who were opposed
to the Church.
The idea of re-starting the school was suggested to me by my friend and
rejected promptly by myself, as I said that it was the very last thing in the world
that I should think of, to become a schoolmaster. However, as we walked back to
Deddington the matter was discussed again and again, and as I had then no
immediate plans for the future, I at last began to think that it would be a work to
which I might devote my life and do some good in'.
In fact, the story, which appears almost miraculous in the simplicity of this
version, was much more complex, and was related in greater detail in the school's
first History, published in 1910 to mark its jubilee, later extended by a
Supplement to 1925. That History has been unobtainable for some years and in
any case is now over fifty years out-of-date. In the last half-century the school has
experienced success, decline and recovery with its reputation now standing at a
new peak of achievement. There have also become available old records and
papers unknown to the earlier historians, permitting a new assessment of
Egerton's foundation.
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CHAPTER I

J. W. HEWETT
1853-1857

The first half of the nineteenth century was a period of rapid and profound
change in England. The country was transformed from a predominantly rural
society to an urban and industrial one. The population doubled from nine
million in 1801 to eighteen million in 1851. The government of the nation was
radically overhauled at both national and local level by the Whigs in the 1830s.
Yet amid all these changes and their social consequences the influence of the
Church of England was in relative decline and in particular it was failing to
supply the religious needs of the great new urban middle and working classes.
The Church of England was reinvigorated by reformers of both the evangelical
party and the Oxford Movement. The latter originated in the introspective
discussions, debates and political manoeuvres of the university with a call for the
revival of ecclesiastical authority within the state accompanied by a return to
ordered and disciplined forms of worship and private life and a reminder of the
historic links with the pre-Reformation universal, or catholic, church. The
leaders in Oxford, John Keble (fellow of Oriel, 1812-35 and professor of poetry,
1831-42), Henry Newman (fellow of Oriel, 1822-45) and Edward Pusey (fellow of
Oriel, 1823-29, canon of Christ Church and regius professor of hebrew, 1828-82)
were in a position to inspire the young men at the university. Among those who
came under their influence were Samuel Wilberforce (Oriel, 1823-26), later
successively bishop of Oxford and Winchester, George Moberly (Balliol, 182225), headmaster of Winchester before preferment as bishop of Salisbury, and
W. E. Gladstone (Christ Church, 1828-31), who as prime minister in 1869
appointed Wilberforce to Winchester and Moberly to Salisbury and
recommended Nathaniel Woodard as sub-dean of Manchester in 1881.
Even more in need of reform than the Church of England was the dismal state
of schools to educate the new Victorian nation. From early in the century the
National Society and the British Society had been providing elementary schools
of either an Anglican or nonconformist bias, and these were supplemented by a
variety of charity and dame schools or needy clergy taking a few pupils. The town
grammar schools were largely moribund and distributed unevenly throughout
the country on a ratio of about one to every 25,000 people; few of their masters
were capable or willing to teach 'grammar' as their statutes demanded. One or
two, like Rugby or Shrewsbury, possessed rich endowments which ranked them
with the ancient endowed (and therefore 'public') great schools of Winchester,
Eton, Westminster, Harrow, Charterhouse, St Paul's and Merchant Taylors'.
Others survived to be reformed in the 1850s, as Berkhamsted, Sherborne, Felsted
and Uppingham. It was Uppingham's reforming headmaster, Edward Thring,
who formed the Headmasters' Conference to counter the recommendations of
1

the Taunton Commission of 1864-68, the latter having proposed to Gladstone's
government the establishment of a national system of secondary education which
would have limited the independence of the endowed grammar schools.
Membership of the Headmasters' Conference became the prime qualification of
any school claiming to be a 'public school', whatever its origin. The seven original
public schools had been examined and found wanting by the Clarendon
Commission in 1861; those outside London catered almost exclusively for the
sons of the aristocracy and landed gentry, giving a strictly classical education and
providing the most appalling living conditions for their boys. Their reform was
due largely to the example of Thomas Arnold of Rugby (1828-42) who
established a new pattern of school life and educational theory, introducing
Christian morals and religion into his scheme of the school as a characterbuilder. He imported to Rugby both the prefect system and houses for boarders,
and these, together with his popular appeal to Christian manliness, spread both
to the other old-established schools and the new foundations of mid-Victorian
England. The educational demands of the growing numbers of lesser gentry,
clergy and professional men were too urgent to wait for the reform of the existing
schools, and therefore despite the enormous cost there was no alternative but to
found new schools either by joint-stock companies or public subscription. First
was Cheltenham in 1841 where a rapidly growing population of retired army
officers and civil servants had only the town's decayed grammar school for their
sons. It was soon followed by others, Marlborough in 1843 for the sons of the
professional classes and clergy, Rossall in 1844, Brighton in 1845, Radley, the
first Oxford Movement school, in 1847, Glenalmond and Bradfield in 1850.
There still remained few schools of any description for the fastest growing
section of the population, the middle classes. The term covered a wide social
range from wealthy and successful businessmen or junior and poorer branches of
gentry families at one end to small-town tradesmen, clerks and lesser farmers at
the other. These were the men calling for a wider parliamentary franchise,
seeking a greater part in municipal affairs and acquiring experience of
organisation and management in their business affairs and in the administration
of nonconformist chapels. Before the 1870 Education Act the state gave little
practical encouragement to education, and even after the act the elementary
schools were inadequate for training boys for business, the grammar schools
continued to teach purely academic subjects and the middle classes had no desire
for their sons to go to the aristocracy's public schools and universities. It was this
gross deficiency of schools for the middle classes which Nathaniel Woodard
recognised and sought to overcome.
Woodard had been at Oxford from 1834 to 1840 and was a disciple of Keble,
Newman and Pusey. He believed in Arnold's idea of the Christian state and in the
duty of the church towards education, already carried out at elementary level by
the National Society. It was his aim to bring the church's education to the middle
classes, especially their lower ranks who, from the evidence of the 1851 census,
showed a marked lack of interest in the religion of the established Church of
England. By forming a fellowship of priests he had the vision of founding at least
2

one middle-class school in every diocese, and when at the age of 35 he became
curate of Shoreham in Sussex he started to put his ideas into practice. In 1848,
two years after his appointment, he opened 'Shoreham Grammar School' and
founded the Society of St Nicolas College, Shoreham, composed of seventeen
men all in holy orders. His recognition of the breadth of the term 'middle classes'
led him to classify and divide his school on different sites, and this was the origin
of Lancing (1848), Hurstpierpoint (1849) and Ardingly (1858). Despite his flair
and ability for fund-raising his hopes of extending his system took longer than
expected and not until the 1870s could Canon E. C. Lowe, the headmaster of
Hurstpierpoint, be freed to found a Midland division of Woodard schools with
Denstone (1868) and Ellesmere (1884). King's College, Taunton, bought by
Woodard in 1879, was the only other school dating from before Canon
Woodard's death in 1891. He was therefore a long way from achieving his
ambition of a network of middle-class diocesan schools, and even had he
succeeded the diocesan schools would have satisfied only a small proportion of
the demand. As it happened, the Taunton Commission's recommendations
heralded state intervention in education and therefore effectively checked the
development of a system of diocesan schools. However, since the Liberal
government for political reasons did not adopt the Commission's advice, for the
time being middle-class and secondary education was left to the grammar schools
reformed under the Endowed Schools Act of 1869, a few post-1870 school board
schools with higher grades above the purely elementary, private urban
commercial schools and the boarding schools like those of Woodard, his
opponents and imitators. Among the latter were the two men who founded
Bloxham.
The seventeen members of the Society of St Nicolas College, Shoreham, in
1849 included an assistant master, the Revd John William Hewett.' From
Barnstaple Grammar School and Trinity College, Cambridge, he had joined
Woodard's Society at the age of twenty-five. He was an enthusiastic AngloCatholic of extreme views, urging for example that confession should be made
systematic and regular, if not compulsory. Such an outlook was not received with
much sympathy at Shoreham, but Hewett was not prepared to be over-ruled, and
after being rebuked by Woodard for 'a flagrant piece of insubordination' he left
in 1852.
There followed an unedifying episode in which Hewett claimed in
correspondence with a parent of a new boy that systematic confession was
practised. The parent took the matter up with the bishop of Chichester and with
Woodard's willing cooperation an official enquiry was held. Although Hewett
now repeated his charges openly, the bishop found that there was no substance in
them and the College was cleared. The row was embarrassing and with a former
master providing evidence it seemed to confirm Protestant fears about
Woodard's schools. Lancing's historian attributes a check in its growth to the

'His name is frequently mis-spelt Hewitt. The spelling that he used was Hewett.
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publicity given to Hewett's accusation, which, he claims, was brought out of
spite. Perhaps this overstates the importance of Hewett's ill-conceived action,
though certainly the young man displayed both impulsive thoughtlessness and a
singular obstinacy. On the other hand the experience did not destroy his
determination and enthusiasm to promote the Anglo-Catholic cause in
education, and since on his own telling he was a competent teacher he decided
that in future he would have to take the risks and do it his own way.
In January 1853 the new Anglo-Catholic vicar of Bloxham, the Revd J.
Hodgson, appointed Hewett as his curate. The large north Oxfordshire village
stands on the hilly banks of a brook, about three miles south-west of Banbury, its
brown stone farms and cottages dominated by the tall and slender spire of its
fourteenth-century parish church. In the mid nineteenth century the parish had a
population of about 1,350, chiefly farmers and country tradesmen living in the
village with its web of narrow lanes and in the smaller hamlet of Milcombe, a
little over a mile farther south-west. As curate Hewett was chiefly responsible for
Milcombe, where stood a small dilapidated medieval chapel. He received a
stipend of only £34 a year, but gave the impression of having considerable private
means as well as good expectations on the death of his mother. He took up
residence in the vicarage, opposite the church, and there in February 1853 he
began a small school.
By the end of the summer he had worked out optimistic plans for the
enlargement and proper establishment of his school, now boldly named All
Saints' Grammar School, stating in his first prospectus that 'This School is
designed, under God's blessing, for the liberal Education of the Sons of the
Clergy, Naval, Military and Professional Men, and others'. The school was to
comprise 100 commoners, 40 scholars and an unspecified number of choristers,
with a staff of twelve graduates teaching a traditional curriculum of theology,
classics, mathematics, history and geography, writing and drawing, French and
singing. The year was divided into four quarterly terms with five-week holidays
at midsummer and Christmas, the fees for a commoner being £40 a year, an
excessively high figure compared with Lancing at 30 guineas and Hurstpierpoint
at 18 guineas. The fees for commoners were increased in 1856 to 50 guineas a
year, but in practice it is likely that many of the boys paid the reduced fee of 25
guineas as choristers. Scholarships, of which two were given at the school gaudy
in 1853, were worth £20 each. By these rather high fees Hewett hoped to make
sufficient profit to pay for the acquisition of a site and cost of buildings, and in his
advertisement of 12 September 1853 he also appealed for benefactions.
A month later, following Woodard's example of calling public meetings and
seeking good publicity, Hewett issued invitations for his first school gaudy.
Considering that he had few pupils — and in 1907 an Old Boy, Admiral Sir
Gerard Noel, K.C.B., recalled in a prize-day speech at Bloxham that in 1854 it
'was then a very small school' — it was an ambitious programme. The day started
with holy communion in the parish church at 8 a.m., followed by breakfast for
the visitors and the admission of two boys to scholarships. At 11 a.m. there was
morning service in the church, the clergy being asked to wear surplice, stole and
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hood, with a lunch for first the visitors and then the parish choir. Significantly the
date of the gaudy was 1 November. Already Hewett had firmly fixed on All
Saintstide as the principal school festival.
The death of his mother in July 1854 came fortuitously for Hewett's plans. He
inherited £2,700, not a large sum, but the amount was probably not generally
known and he continued to give the impression of possessing an ample private
fortune. He now had enough ready cash to seek a site and start building his
school, and his manner and his hopes inspired confidence. First, he paid £1,100
for a farmhouse and outbuildings on the northern edge of the village from
Thomas and Hannah Barrett, and then in February 1855 he established a trust
with the bishop of Oxford, Samuel Wilberforce, the archdeacon, Dr. C. C.
Clerke, the rural dean, the Revd Edward Payne of Swalcliffe, and the vicar of
Bloxham, the Revd James Hodgson, as trustees. The terms of the trust echo the
earlier advertisement — 'to the intent and purpose that the same [property] may
be applied as and for a Grammar School for the liberal education, in the
principles of the Catholic and Apostolic branch of Christ's Church now
established in this Kingdom — of the Sons of the Poorer Clergy and Gentry,
Naval, Military and professional Men and others'. Hewett was prepared to give
the school his furniture and large personal library, and assign to it his life
insurance policies of £1,200.
The property, legally not a freehold one but copyhold of the manors of
Bloxham Fiennes and Bloxham Beauchamp, consisted of the farmhouse built
within the previous fifty years, which was later the headmaster's house and still
stands in the heart of the school buildings, with a miscellaneous range of
outbuildings to its north-east. Hewett immediately designated the farmhouse as
the master's residence and, true to his ideals, allocated a site for a chapel.
Probably on the recommendation of bishop Wilberforce, who was enthusiastic
for the school, the diocesan architect, G. E. Street, an eminent Victorian architect
much favoured by High Churchmen, was engaged to draw up plans for the
school, the first of a series of commissions that he carried out in the
neighbourhood. Copies of the 'Anastatic View' of Street's proposed buildings
survive among the school's archives and with a description of the proposals in the
Banbury Guardian give a good idea of Hewett's ambitions and Street's design for
'one of the most beautiful modern Gothic buildings ever devoted in England to a
scholastic purpose'.
In place of the old farmhouse Street planned two cloistered quadrangles with
ranges of tall stone buildings. An imposing college gateway faced north, leading
on the left to the chapel and on the right to the larger quadrangle containing the
only part to be built according to the original plan (later named Wilberforce
house). Around this quadrangle were spread the other buildings, a hall, two big
schoolrooms in the traditional style, library, museum, common room, oratory,
singing school, Vlth-form rooms and six dormitories. The chapel, to which
Street's 1871 building bears some resemblance, was on one side of the smallerand
more richly decorated quadrangle which was to enclose a burial ground.
In March Thomas Barrett contracted to pull down some of the outbuildings
6

and erect the first part of the new school at a cost of £2,000, and the scheme was
sufficiently well advanced for the foundation stone to be laid amid a great threeday celebration on Thursday 7 June 1855. The festivities began with evensong on
the Wednesday when Hewett preached, and reached their climax on Thursday
when bishop Wilberforce, after preaching at holy communion in the parish
church, went in procession down the village street to bless the foundation stone.
The large and colourful procession of robed clergy and masters interspersed with
banners — one with the school motto Justorum semita lux splendens, another
with Hewett's motto, 'Be just and fear not',2 and a third with the arms argent a
cross flory gules, wound down the village to the platform on the site of the
building. The bishop opened the ceremony,
'My brethren, you who have been with us in church know well the purposes we
have in view in laying this first stone. You are aware that we desire to lay the
foundation of a building which will be for God's glory and for the good of his
Church . . . for the seed that may be sown here, by God's blessing, will
undoubtedly be carried without these walls, so that those children who are
taught in this place, the knowledge that they may here receive will
unquestionably flow upon all that are round about them'.
Then in a cavity beneath the foundation stone were placed a bible, prayer book
and service of office, with a brass plate over them inscribed 'Justorum semita lux
splendens. Scholae Grammaticalis Omnium Sanctorum de Bloxham
Fundamentum posuit Samuel Episcopus Oxoniensis, die vii mensis Junii.
MDCCCLV'. With a silver trowel the bishop laid the stone with its three
consecration crosses, saying,
'The School that shall be raised here is hereby dedicated to Almighty God; and
in praise of his Holy Saints it is now called All Saints' Grammar School'.
The stone with its three consecration crosses can still be seen at the north-west
corner of the building on the outer wall of the masters' common room.
There was a lunch in the temporary dining hall, where in view of the later
history of the school it was extraordinarily prophetic of the bishop to remark that
'he trusted that the time might come that the ancient glory of William of
Wykeham would descend upon that Grammar School'. The next day the builders
were given a dinner at the Joiners' Arms and on the Saturday the village was
invited to remember the occasion by the distribution of a dole of meat to the poor
and a concert by the boys singing choruses from Messiah and entertaining light
songs. The sale of tickets for these events, copies of Street's design, sermons and
service sheets went towards the building fund.
With construction work begun, Hewett's school started to take its place in the
life of the neighbourhood. The village Cottage Gardeners' Club held its first
annual show in the school grounds, an English summer scene of marquee and
country crowds, the Banbury town band and the flags of the allies in the Crimean
2This is the motto of the Hewitt family. Viscounts Lifford, from whose arms Hewett also took his
crest of an owl, which he used on his notepaper. I have not been able to trace his connection, if any,
with this Irish peerage family. The arms of a red cross on a white background displayed on the third
banner are borne by various families with no connection with either Hewett or Bloxham, and would
appear to have been of his own devising unauthorised by the College of Arms.

War. A few days later, on 21 September, the school played its first recorded
cricket match against Magdalen College School at Banbury. Bloxham won by 58
and 47 runs to 34 and 34 runs.
As the building advanced Hewett incurred more expenditure, negotiating for
the two adjoining cottages in the street to house assistant masters, together with a
small orchard, buying furniture and engaging staff. By August 1855 his debt on
the school amounted to £5,977 with very little income from fees. This was, of
course, part of the risk in starting the venture, but it now began to become
apparent that perhaps he did not have the ample private capital to carry the
business through the inevitable heavy outlay of the first few years.
The new school, built of the tawny-coloured local Hornton stone with Bath
stone dressings, was finished during the summer of 1856 and the builder, Barrett,
who had underestimated the costs, started to press for payment of his first £ 1,000,
as agreed, the second £1,000 being spread over the next three years. Hewett was
£250 short and when he tried to borrow on the security of the school he
discovered that because he had conveyed it to trustees he could not raise any
money on it personally. The sum of £250 was not a large one to borrow, but this
was not the limit of his needs and the news was spreading fast that he was in
difficulties. In September he wrote to bishop Wilberforce, admitting that 'your
Lordship bade me look carefully to money matters', and seeking a loan of £ 1,200
to £1,500. This would have been sufficient to pay Barrett, purchase the cottages
which he had contracted to buy for £300, and clear some of his other debts. In
reply, the bishop, restrained by his registrar, J. M. Davenport, merely advised
mortgaging the school or raising small loans to pay off the creditors by
instalments. The last device held off disaster a little longer while Hewett sought
desperately for other means to ensure the school's survival even if he had to
sacrifice himself. First he suggested cancelling the trust so that he could borrow
on the security of the school before resettling it in a new trust, and when that was
turned down by the bishop's legal advisers he offered to withdraw entirely so that
he might be replaced by someone else 'to take up my School & make it what I
designed it to be — the same to the poorer Clergy & Gentry as Radley & Bradfield
are to the richer'.
His creditors would not wait for such manoeuvres. All autumn Barrett had
been calling daily to demand his money and in December the Banbury traders
were also pressing hard. On 20 February 1857 a meeting of creditors was held in
Banbury at which it was reckoned that Hewett owed about £5,300, and on 27
February he filed his bankruptcy petition. The end was rapid, and proved even
more disastrous than Hewett or his bishop had imagined. Within the week
Hewett announced his intention of resigning at midsummer in the hope that a
proprietary college with shareholders, like Cheltenham, would continue his
school. Until then it had been assumed that it was Hewett who was insolvent, not
his school which was the subject of the trust and therefore protected. Then at this
critical stage the legal experts discovered fatal flaws in the trust deed which
completely destroyed any chance of saving the school. Not only did an omission
in the deed allow the sale of Hewett's furniture and books, but it was now proved
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that far from being as wealthy as everyone had been led to believe he was already
insolvent when he signed the trust deed in 1855. The trust was therefore invalid
and the creditors could obtain the property. On 19 March Hewett wrote again to
the bishop to say that if the school were not continuing he must send the boys
home and resign at Easter. With the creditors in unrelenting mood no one would
save him. On Thursday 2 April he proposed dismissing the boys by Saturday, on
which day the vicar, James Hodgson, wrote to Oxford that the boys were nearly
all gone and the stragglers would have departed by Monday.
The trustees and creditors were now left to salvage what they could.
Understandably Hodgson commented, 'I wish we had never had anything to do
with it', but he went on to express a desire that the school should survive, fearing
that it would otherwise fall into the hands of either Roman Catholics or Quakers.
On the Sunday that the school actually closed Lewis Gilbertson of Jesus College,
Oxford, a friend of one of the assistant masters, wrote to Nathaniel Woodard to
tell him that Hewett would be glad to sell and had reckoned in his ever-optimistic
way that it was worth £5,000. Later, in April Hodgson suggested that the trustees,
on behalf of the creditors, should directly offer the school to Woodard and he
himself wrote at least once to try to persuade him to accept it. This was the first of
several occasions when the Corporation of SS. Mary and Nicolas College was
given the opportunity to acquire Bloxham. The offer was refused.
The creditors' bailiff had seized Hewett's possessions, including his fine library
and the school furniture, among which were some things belonging to the
unfortunate assistant masters and boys. The particulars of their sale on 4-9 May
reveal a little more evidence about the school. One of the outbuildings was used
as a temporary chapel, furnished with an organ and silver gilt communion plate,
including a chalice mounted with pearls and precious stones; the 42 kneeling
mats and 25 surplices give an indication of the size of the school, which from
other clues seems not to have risen above 30 boys. The dormitories contained 50
bedsteads and 80 blankets (not an over-generous provision for north
Oxfordshire winters!), and the schoolroom had three thirteen-foot long writing
desks. Hewett's library was that of a cultured country gentleman with a wide
selection of antiquarian books, supplemented by the works of the Oxford
Movement by Pusey, Keble and Newman. Woodard's Public Schools for the
Middle Classes (1852) was on the shelves, and a good schoolmasterly collection
on the classics, languages, mathematics and accountancy. The Guardian and
London Illustrated afforded some lighter relief and there were also, according to
its catalogue published in 1854, a few boys' story books.
The internal layout of the building is difficult to re-create owing to the
extensive alterations since the 1850s.3 It contained a porter's lodge with sitting
room and bedroom, the fireplace of the former still plainly to be seen on the right
hand side of the north entrance to the buildings until the modernisation of the
entrance in 1977. On the ground floor was the school dining room and probably
the singing room and some of the masters' quarters. Both of the upper floors
-'Hewett's school building is now occupied by the masters' common room and Wilson house. Until
1962 it was known to earlier generations of Bloxhamists as Wilberforce house.

Hewett's school building of 1855 from the south-east.
contained a large dormitory which remained relatively unchanged as the
Wilberforce house dormitories until 1962, each with a master's bedroom, clothes
room and washing room adjoining. An indication of the up-to-date character of
Street's design was the presence of three water-closets, then a rare feature even in
large houses.
The farmhouse, used by Hewett for his own residence, also apparently had the
rooms of the second master and French master, and its two kitchens must have
supplied the school dining room, which was linked by a covered passage; this
suggests that the present masters' dining room was originally the school one. The
schoolroom was one of the outbuildings, like the chapel. In Lewis Gilbertson's
letter in 1857 and in the particulars of the first proposed sale on 27 April 1859
there is reference to an unfinished chapel which is not mentioned in the
particulars of the sale actually held on 15 September that year. Instead there
appears an 'Unfinished portable building... admirably adapted for a Granary or
Store Room' of brick and timber construction. The school also possessed the two
cottages in the High Street used by the assistant masters, apparently sold at the
April auction, part of the playing field area which was used as garden allotments,
and some surrounding land which Hewett had planted with shrubs at the high
cost of nearly £200. It is doubtful if any of these survive; the largest and oldest
Bloxham tree is the wellingtonia on the headmaster's lawn planted by Egerton in
1863.
The school trustees recognised that the trust deed had been invalidated by
Hewett's insolvency on its creation, but felt that they could not abandon the trust
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without the authority of a decree in chancery. Not until this was obtained in July
1858 were they able to put the school up for auction for the benefit of the patient
creditors, chief of whom were Thomas Barrett, who claimed £1,614, later proved
at £1,440, the architect, G. E. Street for £140, a Banbury bookseller for £150 and
an Oxford tailor for £150. The village butcher (£220), baker (£80) and Hunt
Edmunds, the Banbury brewers (£75 for beer) were also sufferers. The total
claims amounted to about £6,000. On the credit side Hewett's assets were valued
at £2,210, chiefly his life insurance policies, the cottages and land at Bloxham
held in his own name and worth £590, and a house at Bishops Tawton near
Barnstaple, which had presumably been his own home. Even after the auction the
creditors could not expect much more than half their outstanding bills. As the
trustees prepared to sell the school early in 1859 there was a renewed attempt to
interest Woodard, holding out to him the prospect that Bloxham was the only
private school surviving in the neighbourhood, except for an old-fashioned one
in Banbury which could not compete with a rival on the Hurstpierpoint pattern
'provided the people around could overcome their extremely Protestant
tendencies'. The Revd Edward Payne with three or four friends also considered
reviving the school themselves, but nothing came of either proposal.
The venture totally ruined Hewett who 'went forth as literally bare as the
bailiffs could wish'. Looking back on his failure he admitted, 'I was too sanguine.
Too blindly sanguine. I ought to have known it was impossible. I ought to have
known that no promise of success justified incurring debt, especially on so large a
scale, or the involving friends, though I am sure I never reckoned that they would
be losers by me'. Had his creditors been less swift to demand repayment, or had
he drawn up the trust deed more carefully or completed its provisions more
closely, his school might have survived. No doubt his financial worries,
aggravated by family responsibilities following his marriage and the birth of his
eldest child in 1856, contributed both to the bad relationship with his staff and
irritability with the boys. The episode of the Friday fasting early in 1856 is an
example of his lack of schoolmasterly understanding. He encouraged the boys to
fast on Fridays when the food was 'good, nourishing and sufficient', but plain.
The inevitable complaints were made and he abandoned the practice, preaching a
sermon in which he confessed that the rule 'was one of great economy to the
school . . . the recent changes in our weekly meal will increase the cost of our
living by £20 a year' but went on to appeal for a voluntary abstinence so that the
money saved might be given to charity.
Throughout he was obviously filled with high ideals and romantic ideas, but
hopelessly lacked the business acumen to run a school successfully. Ever
optimistic he had written to the bishop in September 1856 that the number of
boys was slowly increasing, a more rapid expansion only being held back by local
prejudice against his extreme brand of High Churchmanship. One boy had
matriculated at Exeter College, Oxford, and an examiner's general report had
been favourable. He had a large staff and would need no more for additional new
boys, a statement which itself betrays his unbusinesslike approach in building up
his staff too quickly. He was negotiating with the Revd H. C. Levander (later
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headmaster of the proprietary grammar school founded at Devizes in 1859 and of
University College School, London, from 1866 to his death in 1884) to join his
venture, and possibly he was right in his claim in 1862 that given the right partner
the school could have been profitable enough to pay off its debts within four
years. However, the later record of the school suggests that this, like his earlier
statements, was over-optimistic.
Hewett never recovered from the Bloxham debacle. He moved to Ashby de la
Zouche where he wrote a series of religious tracts, verses and antiquarian
booklets and, to supplement his small income as a curate at Whitwick, he also
continued to teach a few pupils. He seemed to attract misfortune. In 1862 his wife
was ill and his eldest daughter had diphtheria so that his pupils were kept away.
In one undated letter, probably of 1866 when he moved to Derbyshire, he wrote
that his wife, four children and two pupils were all suffering from scarlatina, the
epidemic resulting in heavy doctor's bills and driving away his other pupils. In
1870 he went to live in central London, and again had three of his children ill, and
in 1875 he himself had been ill and was appealing for money to take a holiday. He
died at Clay brook, Leicestershire, in 1886 at the age of 62.
His death was hardly noticed at Bloxham, receiving in The Bloxhamist a mere
passing mention in the long obituary notice of his former vicar, James Hodgson,
who by coincidence died the same week. Owing to the prejudices which had been
aroused Egerton could not afford to have reminders of Bloxham's failure under
Hewett, and not until 1907 did The Bloxhamist publish an appreciation of his
work by one of his friends, the Revd W. D. Macray. Bloxham, however, owes its
origin to him, together with its tradition as an Anglo-Catholic school. 'He had
great enthusiasm but he had not some of the other qualities necessary for
carrying out such a work', was Macray's verdict. 'In faith he gave literally his all
and died poor, disheartened, and what the world would perhaps call a failure. In
spite of all, however, the School is there and but for his devotion would never
have been'.
Hewett chose its name and its motto, both of which are still in use. He chose
and bought the site and erected there the first range of school buildings, in stone
and built by one of the best Victorian architects. Still today it is the most
prominent school building seen from the main road approaching the school, and
most boys have entered the school for the first time through its doorway. For two
and a half years it stood empty, damp and derelict while the lawyers wrangled
over its future. This was the building which attracted the attention of Reginald
Egerton and his fellow curate from Deddington one autumn morning in 1859.
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CHAPTER II

P. R. EGERTON
THE YEARS OF RISK 1859-64

The Egerton family lived at Adstock in Buckinghamshire as gentry and rectors
of the parish for four successive generations in the sixteenth and seventeenth
centuries before a junior branch became established as London merchants.
Charles Egerton (1686-1747) and his son John (1724-89) were haberdashers, the
latter being a freeman of the Company of Haberdashers of London. Among
preferments in the gift of the Haberdashers' Company was that of preacher or
lecturer at Bunbury in Cheshire, to which first John Egerton's son, John (17631847) and then the latter's nephew John (1796-1876) were appointed. This last
John Egerton married Ellen Gould in 1828 and they had a large family of six boys
and four girls, one son and two daughters dying in childhood. Their third son was
Philip Reginald Egerton, born at Bunbury on 14 July 1832.
Through his grandmother Mary Coker, wife of the Revd Charles Egerton
(1765-1845), Reginald Egerton, as he was always known to his family and
friends, could trace descent from William of Wykeham, founder of Winchester
College and New College, Oxford, and therefore had the right to enter
Winchester as founder's kin. His elder brother, Charles C. Egerton, did so but
Reginald won a scholarship. He was at Winchester from 1845 to 1850, becoming
senior prefect, or head of the school, during the headmastership of George
Moberly. Winchester had a profound and lasting influence on Reginald Egerton,
and through him on Bloxham. It was at Winchester that he received his early
training in the Anglo-Catholic beliefs of Dr Moberly, who was a friend of John
Keble, by then vicar of nearby Hursley and his co-editor of The Anglo-Catholic
Library. For years Bloxham boys sang the Winchester school song Dulce
domum at the end-of-term concerts, and in the days before the adoption of
generally recognised football rules Bloxham's 'were founded on Winchester and
common sense'. More fundamental, Egerton resisted all early attempts to call
him 'Founder'. Mindful that William of Wykeham had 'founded' Winchester in
the sense of providing it with a foundation endowment he insisted that Bloxham
was his private school with no future beyond that of his own active lifetime. Not
until after he had successfully formed the school trust in 1884 did he allow himself
to be called Founder, a title which he enjoyed and appreciated, writing sharply on
one occasion in 1897 that he was not to be referred to in The Bloxhamist as 'the
Revd P. R. Egerton' but as 'the Founder'. Indeed, the Winchester influence
persisted an extraordinarily long time, for in 1951 the bursar of the Woodard
Corporation claimed that there was still some resemblance to Winchester in the
character of Bloxham.
About the time that he left Winchester in 1850 his parents moved from
Bunbury to a large eighteenth-century house at Bexley in Kent called Vale
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Mascal. In those days it had extensive park-like gardens with tennis and croquet
lawns bounded by the river Cray with weirs and cascades where the children had
a little canoe. With a butler and servants in the house, Reginald Egerton's home
was that of a big and lively well-to-do clerical family. Their wealth apparently
came through the Goulds on his mother's side, but Reginald as a third son among
so many children could not expect to inherit any large share.
From Winchester he proceeded to New College in 1851, where he took the
degree of bachelor of civil laws in 1857, and was subsequently, as a scholar
transmitted from Winchester and so long as he remained unmarried, elected to a
fellowship worth £200, a useful source of income for a young man which did not
require residence in college. His upbringing led naturally to the decision to be
ordained and to this end he entered Cuddesdon theological college in 1855.
Cuddesdon, near Oxford, had been founded by bishop Samuel Wilberforce only
two years earlier and was the chief training ground of the second generation of
Anglo-Catholic clergy. Its vice-principal was the Revd H. P. Liddon, an
associate of Keble and Pusey and only three years older than Egerton. The two
young men formed a lifelong friendship.
It was probably this personal friendship which led to Egerton's appointment
by Wilberforce as one of the 'Cuddesdon curates' at Deddington, where he was
licensed on the day of his ordination as a deacon, 20 December 1857. It was not
the happiest place to work. Ever since the appointment in 1836 of the High
Churchman, the Revd W. S. Risley (who was present at the laying of the school's
foundation stone), the parish had been violently split between high and low
church factions, heightened by the wretched behaviour of Risley's successor from
1848, the Revd James Brogden. The vicar's stipend was insufficient to support his
large family and his drinking habits, and the living was soon sequestered to pay
off his debts. Parishioners and bishop were powerless to get rid of him, but
during his enforced absences the bishop appointed Anglo-Catholic curates to
look after the divided parish. In 1857 Reginald Egerton and Ambrose CaveBrowne-Cave arrived in Deddington the same day, fresh from theological
college, to join a third senior curate, the Revd John Burgess.
Egerton settled uneasily into life at Deddington. As a newly ordained young
parson with high ideals he missed the support and advice available at
Cuddesdon, and in the loneliness of parish life was intensely introspective and
self-critical. The two new curates confided in each other, aggravating their
spiritual worries until Egerton seriously doubted whether he had been right
either to enter the ministry or to serve the unresponsive country people of
Hempton and their newly-built church for which he was particularly responsible.
His bishop gave him some reassurance before ordaining him priest in 1859 and
Liddon was constant in his comfort and advice. Soon after his arrival at
Deddington, for instance, Egerton considered becoming a missionary in
Australia, a choice which Liddon strongly urged him to postpone for at least
three years. However, when his absentee vicar announced his intention to return
to the parish, which he did in November 1859, Egerton again seriously
considered going overseas to New Zealand. That he did not do so was partly due
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to the advice of Father A. H. Mackonochie, who reminded him that there was a
need for work at home as well as in the colonies, offering him a post with the East
London mission. He declined this offer and a similar curacy at All Saints,
Margaret Street, London, but he had no prospects when he and Cave-BrowneCave, the son of a baronet who in 1860 became rector of Stretton-en-le-Field,
Leicestershire, decided to walk into Banbury to see the vicar there on Monday 12
September 1859.
According to the Founder it was Cave-Browne-Cave who suggested returning
home by way of Bloxham village, and that this was the first occasion that he saw
the school building. It is hard to credit, however, that the Deddington curates
had not heard tales of Hewett's venture or were unaware that the building was
about to be auctioned a few days later. It seems that Cave-Brown-Cave was the
more curious and, having obtained the keys and viewed the building, the more
enthusiastic about it, pressing Egerton to take on the school. By the time that
they had walked the last four miles back to Deddington Egerton was converted to
the idea. He wasted little time, instructing his solicitor to attend the sale on the
following Thursday, when Thomas Barrett bought the buildings for £1,500, then
negotiating his purchase from Barrett on the Saturday for£l,615, and arranging
a mortgage. There then ensued a wait while the legal formalities were concluded.
It was a nerve-racking two or three months and not surprisingly he wondered
whether he had done the right thing. The reaction of those from whom he sought
advice and encouragement, like his bishop, the warden of New College, the
headmaster of Winchester and Nathaniel Woodard, can have done little to
reassure him.
His first action a fortnight after the auction had been to introduce himself to
Woodard by writing for advice and to ask whether he might stay at
Hurstpierpoint to gain first-hand experience of Woodard's system and how to
run a similar school. The visit was quickly arranged and Egerton spent the next
two or three weeks there with Dr E. C. Lowe, its first headmaster who had been
with Woodard from the beginning at Shoreham. Lowe was greatly impressed
and his description of Egerton to Woodard is testimony of the very remarkable
character of Bloxham's Founder.
'I have seldom made the acquaintance of a more agreeable person. His
honestness & his simplicity of character, together with his resolution & desire
to do just what is right make him a very promising adherent. He seems to have
great manliness of mind — with fixed ideas of his own — tho' not an
intellectual man. He has been a great leader in all active sports & games
including boxing, tho' he has given them all up. He has great gravity of
character, with abundance of humour & cheerfulness, when the first
acquaintance has been made'.
Lowe was not alone in his high opinion for the Revd Edward Payne of
Swalcliffe, a man apparently not given to over-enthusiasm, also provided
Woodard with a good report, adding that Egerton had the financial backing of
his father 'and the cooperation of an extremely well disposed and cautious
Solicitor of Deddington'; this was H. Churchill, who later sent his sons to the
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Revd Philip Reginald Egerton, about 1870.

school.
Egerton's rising hopes were dashed by Woodard. His promised interview was
put off although Woodard, despite his prejudice against Hewett and all his
works, did come to look at Bloxham on 1 December. His verdict was swift and
blunt.
'1 have just returned from Bloxham and Swalecliffe, and after a personal
inspection I have no hesitation in advising you not to purchase the buildings if
you have not done so already'.
His own formula for success, which he passed on to Egerton, was to use his
money instead to buy a site of 25 to 50 acres within a mile or so of a railway
station and to start modestly with half a dozen pupils in a small cottage. It was
sound advice and twenty years later, when the two were again corresponding
about Bloxham joining the Woodard Corporation, Woodard reiterated that
Bloxham's site was too limited. More recent headmasters and school Councils
would agree that the layout of the buildings and playing fields has been hampered
by the school's position, a defect shared with other public schools situated in
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towns or villages, especially those which developed from ancient grammar school
foundations. It was a handicap which Woodard himself took care to avoid
whenever he had the choice of a new site. What he did not appreciate in
Bloxham's case was Egerton's overwhelming sense of vocation — that it was not
a matter of choosing a site for a school, any more than it was a matter of choosing
to be a schoolmaster. The fact is', he replied to Woodard, 'that my only reason
for giving up parochial work or missionary work wh: I had looked forward to,
was the preserving of these buildings at Bloxham to the service of our Church.
Had it not been for this I should never have entertained the idea of school work at
all'.
Egerton evidently met Woodard briefly before his return to Shoreham and
impressed the more experienced man so much that he wrote a more heartening
letter two days later, saying that he did not wish to dampen his zeal if he were
already committed and, although he could not risk a loss, he might consider
transfer to the Corporation if Oxford diocese would put up the purchase money.
By the same post he wrote more frankly to Liddon that either the diocese should
give the building, in which case he would be glad to have Egerton join the
Corporation, or his friends should urge him to pay the penalty and get out of the
bargain. 'Mr. Egerton's fervent zeal & excellent spirit deserve a better fate ... I
wish I had fifty such men as he to work in our Society'.
The suggestion that Oxford diocese might promote the school was a practical
development of the scheme of Woodard and other churchmen that there should
be a church secondary school in every diocese, just as there was a church primary
school in many parishes. Bishop Wilberforce had been officially connected with
the Hewett school and disappointed at its failure, though helpless personally to
do anything about it. Egerton consulted him soon after buying the buildings and
received rather lukewarm congratulations for his courage in taking the risk. The
bishop was not going to be stampeded by a second enthusiastic and impoverished
curate and made it quite clear that the diocese would not purchase Bloxham in
order to give it to Woodard. He merely promised his goodwill. Later, when
Egerton had shown by his determination and sensible start that Bloxham could
be soundly established, the bishop gave him much good advice and practical
encouragement.
With the lack of financial support from the diocese and with Woodard keeping
firmly to his conditions for acceptance further negotiations were pointless and
Egerton broke them off, expressing his deep disappointment and fear that it was
madness to go on against Woodard's experienced advice and criticism. However,
the purchase legally had to be completed and there was little likelihood of
successfully disposing of the school buildings again so soon, so he had no choice
but to persevere. Despite his despair at Woodard's rejection of his proposals,
made the greater because they had been earlier so favourably received and
advocated by Dr Lowe, the failure of the negotiations cleared away his final
hesitation. Bloxham was his and his alone. There were friendly and experienced
churchmen to offer him advice and watch his progress with sympathetic interest
but he could only depend on himself. He set out with determination to spread the
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news of his intentions.
Some idea of his original aims for the school may be gathered from his first
advertisement, in which he announced that it would be opened on 31 January
1860 'as a Grammar School, for the Education of the Sons of Tradesmen,
Farmers, Clerks, and others of the Middle Classes', and that 'It will be called "All
Saints School" henceforth, as of old'. His plans were set out at greater length in a
letter on 28 December 1859, probably addressed to the Revd Edward Steere,
rector of Little Steeping, Lincolnshire, a member of the Anglo-Catholic guild of
St Alban and later a bishop in Central Africa. Following Woodard's example he
hoped to form 'a brotherhood of men who shall devote themselves to this one
object, the thorough and religious education of the Middle Classes'. The notion
of a collegiate brotherhood of clergy was even less successful at Bloxham than at
Shoreham and the school has never had a collegiate constitution or character, lay
or clerical. Quite correctly, therefore, proposals in 1911 and 1951 to re-name it
"Bloxham College" were not pursued.
In his second and more important aim Egerton never wavered in his intention
to provide a public school type of education for middle-class boys who would
normally go straight into business on leaving school. Again and again he
repeated this. Towards the end of his time at Bloxham, for example, he wrote,
'The only object I have had in carrying on this school is the Education of boys of
the Middle Classes in the Catholic (in the old & true meaning of the word)
principles of the Church of England', although in his farewell speech as
headmaster he revealed a change of outlook of a most un-Victorian character.
Replying to Earl Beauchamp when presenting him with his portrait, he said, 'His
lordship referred to the school as one for the middle classes. He (Mr Egerton) had
a great objection to talk about classes, and instead of calling the school a middleclass school, he termed it a secondary school'. However, earlier statements are a
better guide to his thoughts at the beginning, and two more may be quoted. To
Coker Adams of New College he wrote, 'the school is not intended to prepare
boys for the Universities — but for going straight out into the business of life after
leaving school'; and similarly to a parent, 'I began the school with the simple
desire of supplying a need, which I was convinced the ordinary commercial
schools could not do — I desired in my little degree to communicate to others the
advantages which I myself felt I had received at a Public School'.
So, on 31 January 1860, Reginald Egerton received his first pupil. He was
William Pearce, son of a local farmer, who stayed with him for two years. A
fortnight later, as he loved to relate, he doubled his numbers. Pearce was joined
by Arthur Hodgson, eldest son of the vicar of Bloxham — a singular mark of
confidence considering the disappointment and disillusionment that the vicar
had already experienced over Hewett's school; later, he sent another son. After
Easter, on 4 April 1860 the first boarders arrived, C. J. Wilson and T. M. Evans,
both from Haunton near Tamworth, Staffordshire, and Herbert Flower from
Wiltshire, together with two more day boys. In later years Wilson used to
describe his arrival. How, like many a new boy, he arrived with his father at
Banbury station, and with his spirits sinking ever lower they made the journey to
18

Bloxham by road, in those days by one-horse wagonette. How frightened he was
of meeting the other boys, and how when he arrived he was amazed to find no
other boys, for the two day boys who made up the school had gone home! In
reply to a friendly enquiry from Woodard, Egerton wrote cheerfully, 'I re-open
today or I might almost say "begin", for I have had no boarders till now — two
have arrived this morning — & I expect another before night. These three with
three day-boys make a real beginning. I hear of many others who are inquiring, &
I expect perhaps a dozen after this next Quarter'.
The boarders slept in the former farmhouse, not in the school building which
'they looked upon as a playground by day and a place of mystery by night'. In
those days the farmhouse had a central door leading into a passage. On one side
was a sitting room, on the other the schoolroom, but that first winter Egerton
used just the one room, damp and sparsely furnished with only coconut matting,
a trestle table, school desk and six cane-seated chairs. Upstairs he furnished in a
similar spartan manner one bedroom for himself, and others for the boys and his
Deddington housekeeper, Mrs Bliss. The little school grew. Fourteen boys
entered that first year; by November 1861 there were 29 and in early 1863 there
were 50. Further growth was limited by the buildings which could only
accommodate 60 boys.
The establishment and administration of a school is a complex and costly
business. It was disregard for a sound business base which had caused Hewett's
failure, but Egerton was of a very different disposition. His notebooks and
accounts, written with an old-fashioned swan quill rather than the Victorian steel
nib, reveal his meticulous and methodical interest in financial affairs. Like
Hewett he had few private resources, the £200 New College fellowship being the
most valuable, but, as he told Woodard, he reckoned that he could survive two
years even if he had no pupils at all. He bought the school with the aid of a
mortgage of £1,000 and loans of £800 from relatives and friends, chiefly his father
but including £ 100 from Ambrose Cave-Browne-Cave. He kept the fees low, only
£25 4s. 0d. for boarders and six guineas for day boys, so that whereas Hewett had
barely 30 boys after four years, Egerton had double that number. And although
in those first three or four years the school was not constantly paying its way, at
least every year his own gross income exceeded his expenditure by a small
margin, his house was furnished and his own household supplied. In comparing
his income with that of a parson in a benefice of £400 he reckoned that he was
better off. He advanced cautiously, scrapping Hewett's grandiose building plans
for much more modest proposals as and when the need arose. Finally, he had the
wisdom to ask for advice, and take it.
In this Lowe and the Revd C. H. Lomax, an assistant master at
Hurstpierpoint, were generous and practical, and Egerton owed much to their
help. The long letters from Lomax ranged over every conceivable topic from the
choice and price of joints of meat — 'Pork I think is not always proper for boys as
it often gives them the belly ache' — to furnishing the former cowshed as a small
temporary chapel. He warned Egerton about the ways of cooks, advising 'Ask
your housekeeper to tell you the least she can do with, then make her give up one
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Egerton's original buildings, 1863. From the left are the farm house, the barn
(formerly Hewett's schoolroom) and the cowshed used as a chapel by Egerton.
Behind is Hewett's 1855 school building.
third'. A typical week's menu was roast beef and plum pudding on Sunday; cold
beef and suet dumpling on Monday; roast mutton and treacle roll on Tuesday;
meat pie on Wednesday; boiled beef on Thursday; soup and bread and cheese on
Friday; meat pudding on Saturday; on days without pudding a second helping of
meat was given. Breakfast and tea were based on a diet of bread and watered
milk. Plain white crockery and simple furniture made by the village carpenter
would have been used, and the school lit by common tallow dips.
On the academic side Lomax gave the Hurstpierpoint timetable as an example:
Monday, Tuesday, Wednesday, Friday
Thursday, Saturday
6.30
Rise
Prayers
Latin exercises gone through
Euclid
7.30
Breakfast
8.00-9.00
No regular school: singing,
drawing, drilling
9.00-9.45
Chapel
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9.45-10.45 Divinity
10.15-11.15 Latin, prepared beforehand
11.15-12.15 Arithmetic

English
Book-keeping,
arithmetic, algebra,
Euclid

Dinner
1.00
2.30-3.30
French
3.30-4.15
Writing and mapping
4.15-5.00
History/Geography alternately
He helpfully added a long list of school text books and the shrewd comment, 'Of
course you must sell your own stationery as a shop keeper, making a profit of say
nearly 25 per cent'. Further similar letters followed this first one written on 3
January before the school was opened, and Egerton sent his bills to Lomax for
scrutiny. Everything seemed to be going reasonably well in those early months.
The main problem was to enlarge the number of boys in preference to raising the
fees, and Lomax advised judicious advertisement not locally, which should be
unnecessary, but in the Birmingham press or The Times. The activity and
pressure of business kept Egerton fully occupied. His introspective spiritual
worries and doubts were submerged to such an extent that when he did write a
confessional letter to Liddon in August 1861 the latter was anxious for him on
new grounds. 'I wish that your work was of a less secular cast: it is a great evil to
be so much engrossed as we are by serving tables. You must make every
opportunity of getting at the souls of your boys'.
There was little need for such a caution. Although he had been surprised and
reluctant to recognise his calling — to become a schoolmaster rather than a
missionary in the colonies or London slums — his purpose was clear, as he
reminded his old boys in 1880. 'He was not satisfied, howev.er, if the result of his
labours was only the production of an esprit de corps, or a kind regard for him or
affection for the place, for his aim had been to make them love their religion, as
he had striven to teach it in the true spirit of the Church of England.' His first
prospectuses did not stress this purpose, perhaps to emphasise the distinction
from Hewett's school, but the letters of good will from Anglo-Catholic clergy
show where his loyalties lay.
Egerton's own interpretation of Church of England doctrines closely adhered
to early Anglo-Catholic practices, still suspect in mid-Victorian times,
underlining the links between the Anglican church and the catholic church
stemming from its universal Christian origins, keeping strictly to the disregarded
rubric of the book of common prayer with its emphasis on the central importance
of the holy communion within a setting of discipline, exhortation and proper
preparation, including confession. Egerton himself, we are told, was no
ceremonialist, but he did stand firm in favour of that most controversial AngloCatholic practice, confession before communion and especially before
confirmation. Much of the public controversy centred round the dispute whether
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confession should be regular and systematic or reserved for rare and
extraordinary circumstances. In 1869 a Mr Baxter brought a complaint about
confession at Bloxham to the notice of the bishop, who ruled that Egerton was to
secure parental approval. Like Hewett he learnt that his principles aroused local
prejudice against Bloxham. In the Banbury Guardian an anonymous
correspondent in 1869-70 attacked the school's practice of genuflexion to the
altar and went on to criticise the vicar of Bloxham and the bishop for the 'strange
dramatic performances' in the parish church. The names of two members of the
staff who heard confessions were placarded with abusive threats on every
hoarding in north Oxfordshire in one campaign in the 1870s, and a local squire
withdrew a divinity prize because 'he could not approve of our religious
teaching'. Egerton was unyielding. To the bishop he defended himself vigorously,
concluding, 'In submitting thus to your Lordship's guidance, I cannot but say
that it is only out of deference to your Spiritual Authority that I do it'. He told
Canon Woodard that he would rather go on alone than sacrifice his principles in
order to give Bloxham a wider appeal, and he refused to accept the resignation of
the two masters who thought that their departure might save him embarassment.
On that occasion his only action was to deliver one of his most eloquent sermons
in chapel, explaining and justifying his beliefs to the boys.
In fact, he rarely preached in chapel and was not a good preacher. Some 70 of
his sermons survive to show that he was for Victorian times refreshingly brief:
most would have lasted ten to twenty minutes. In addition to the time spent in
chapel, however, much class time was devoted to religious instruction (as in the
Hurstpierpoint timetable already quoted), and in the late 1860s each form had
four one-hour periods of divinity a week. Egerton shared these classes with his
chaplain, although his formal teaching was apparently no better than his
preaching.
Where he made the lasting impression on his boys was in the example of his
personal life. Dignified and handsome, supremely courteous, upright and
honest, no one had either the wish or the audacity to do anything that would hurt
him. He trusted the boys absolutely and never doubted their word, for which he
earned their unqualified respect. A reproachful look by the Founder was enough
to make a boy horribly aware of guilt and betrayal: an accusation of favouritism
in 1862 brought an apology from the head of the school on behalf of all the boys,
to which Egerton wrote a fittingly serious and appreciative reply. He disliked
corporal punishment intensely, and clamped down on its abuse by other masters.
In the early days he laid down a rule that all punishment was to be inflicted by
himself alone, and although he used the cane on hand or 'another part of the
body' he thought that it was brutal and unnecessary for discipline and the need to
use the cane made him unhappy for days afterwards. As the school grew in size it
was less easy to exercise such tight control, but in 1872 he announced to his staff
that he was going to abolish the cane and all forms of corporal punishment by
any master below the second division; instead, they were to make use again of
impositions and entries in the punishment book. His gentle manner did not mean
that he was in any way a weak person. He could be forthright and determined. He
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was a good and active sportsman, and had a great sense of fun, thoroughly
enjoying the end-of-term concerts and Old Bloxhamist dinners when he was
regularly called on to sing favourite songs, being described as the greatest boy of
them all. Clearly he was an outstanding man of exceptional character. His
outward display of Christian faith, grace and humility inspired many of the boys
that he taught, few of whom were aware of his internal battles with his own
conscience.
Throughout those early years he needed frequent reassurance and
encouragement. Once he was committed to Bloxham, Woodard and his
colleagues had supplied that encouragement in the first decisive weeks. Then in
November 1861 he received an unexpected accolade. Woodard had called a
public meeting in Oxford to gain support for the proposed new buildings at
Ardingly for St Saviour's school, Shoreham. Egerton went and, writing excitedly
to his mother afterwards, described the meeting.
'To my surprise I found that Bloxham & myself were better known than I had
ever imagined. It appears that some or rather many of the Clergy of the
Diocese had rather objected to Mr. Woodard's coming to Oxford for this
meeting for fear it should prejudice work wh: was already going on in the
Diocese — & my school was especially mentioned.
It appears indeed that letters had passed between some of these clergy & the
Bishop & Mr. Gladstone, so that when the speaking began it seemed necessary
for the speakers to make a kind of explanation & to say that no disparagement
was intended of works already begun in other Dioceses (& indeed Mr.
Woodard has no present intention of invading the Diocese but only wants
funds for that particular school of his).
Imagine my confusion (for I was present of course) when Mr. Gladstone ended
up a long sentence, which I felt was getting strangely personal, with my name
— The way in wh: the words were received by the audience, was very gratifying
as shewing me that tho' I had not imagined it — the school was more widely
known than merely among my own friends.
The Bishop of Oxford alluded also to Bloxham in his speech — so altogether I
was so encouraged by the meeting & its results, that I really do believe now that
if I can get a scheme which has been running in my head, got into actual
tangible practical shape — I shall be able to get it taken up heartily &
effectually'.
Gladstone, then chancellor of the exchequer, was indeed warm in his
recommendation of Egerton. As M.P. for Oxford University he proposed the
motion supporting middle-class education and Woodard's venture, but
reminded his audience,
'It is not to claim for Mr. Woodard either exclusive credit or exclusive support.
We are bound injustice to recollect that others, too, have conceived the happy
idea of which he has become so prominent and so powerful a champion. Others
remaining, perhaps, in the shade — labouring within narrower spheres, less
happy in their opportunities of addressing themselves to the country at large —
have nevertheless confronted the difficulties and perceived and realised the
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advantages of this important scheme of what may be called middle-class
education. In Oxford particularly it would not be just that we should even
commend, encourage, and assist Mr. Woodard without remembering that in
this diocese itself there are examples of the most noble self-sacrifice, the most
wise and early forethought. When I speak of self-sacrifice, I need only refer to
the name of a particular clergyman, Mr. Egerton'.
However, Egerton continued to be worried, his anxieties about taking
Bloxham and its precarious financial balance being aggravated by fresh worries
about marriage. The difficulties there were twofold. He was in love with his
cousin, Harriet Gould, daughter of Nathaniel Gould of Tavistock Square,
London, but was concerned that they were too closely related for marriage.
Bishop Wilberforce had ruled firmly in 1860 that there was no legal impediment
and Liddon urged a short engagement, but now Harriet's wealthy father added to
Egerton's hesitation by questioning his prospects. The young man poured out his
troubles to his bishop, wondering whether to give up Bloxham entirely. Again,
the bishop was decisive, applauding his solitary decision to start the school and
pointing out that 'even as a matter of mere worldly prudence I think it would be a
great mistake — you would by it throw yourself back into the mere common
mass of Curates, whereas you now stand on a vantage ground few can reach'.
Wilberforce thought that a married headmaster would be good for the school,
and hinted that it might benefit from the Gould family wealth. Whether or not
Egerton showed his uncle this letter, as the bishop suggested he should, the
wedding duly took place on 4 November 1862.
The author of the first school History, writing from much nearer these events,
says,
'Henceforth, it must be remembered, though it does not always appear on the
surface, that Mr. Egerton was never alone in his work. From first to last Mrs.
Egerton was entirely one with him in all he did. If sympathy and
encouragement were needed, she was there to supply it; if a woman's influence
could be helpful, hers was always at his service; if means were wanted, he was
always welcome to what she had — for it must not be forgotten that while Mr.
Egerton gave liberally of his energy and ability, she gave equally generously of
her substance to the work they both had at heart. Mr. Egerton himself said on
one occasion, "I could not have gone through the work of the last seven years
without the loving help and support of my wife'".
Egerton's worries were by no means over, and he sometimes revealed them to
others — to bishop Wilberforce in the spring of the next year when he was
considering the need to enlarge the school, and in that summer to a parent, Mrs.
Davis of Abingdon, he wrote, 'I began with every conceivable thing against me,
but with a bold heart (which has however begun to fail me)'. But there do not
survive any more of those self-critical and doubting letters, such as those with
which he had bombarded Liddon earlier, and now his anxieties were more for his
school than for himself. It must be supposed that Harriet Egerton gave him the
strength he needed, and soon they had the interesi and joy of the birth of a
daughter, Ellen, on 23 September 1863. Unfortunately, Harriet Egerton was slow
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Harriet Egerton, about 1870.
to recover from childbirth and was still unwell twelve months later, and there,
were no further children.
The extent of Mrs Egerton's influence has probably been underestimated. As
has been said, the Founder faced many difficulties which on occasions severely
depressed him. In the early years these worries concerned the wisdom of his
action in taking on the school and anxiety for its success. Later, he had recurrent
fears for its future. Throughout, the finances of the school were insecure. His wife
undoubtedly was a source of comfort and inspiration, and for about twenty years
took a direct personal interest in the boys, some of whom later testified to her
kindness. Others who came later, scarcely knew her, and it seems that as the
school grew larger she had less contact with individual boys. An indication of her
modesty is revealed in a letter to C. J. Wilson in 1887 on the presentation of her
portrait, which now hangs in the dining hall. 'I never as yet have asked for a
holiday of any sort for the school I believe — and this seems a fitting occasion, at
the end of a quarter of a century in connection with the School — and I am sure
the Warden will not object to grant a half holiday at my request'. Equally
unobtrusive was her generosity and that of her sisters in contributing large sums
of money towards the cost of the school buildings. Egerton expressed the wish
that their names jointly should be remembered as founders and benefactors.
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Despite her close interest, Mrs Egerton did not preside over the domestic
affairs of the school. By November 1860 Mrs Bliss of Deddington had been
replaced by Miss Arkell as housekeeper and matron at a salary of about £20 a
year, with responsibility for the household and the two servant girls. The
servants, advised H. Stevens, the Bloxham butler, should be strangers and not
from the village, to avoid gossip. Elizabeth Arkell, known to the boys as
"Mother", was the first of a series of outstanding school matrons. When after
fourteen years at the school she died in 1875 Egerton recalled her devotion and
ability in caring for a family which grew from seven to 180 boarders. Her
obituary in the Church Times recorded furthermore that 'her influence was not
merely that of a Matron, but she strained every nerve to assist in the promotion of
the object for which the School was founded'.
When she came to Bloxham the household was small indeed — the
headmaster, seven boys as boarders and, as the numbers slowly grew, the first
servants and assistant masters. Egerton was inexperienced in choosing staff as in
other matters of running a school and received both advice and practical help in
interviewing from his friend Lomax. Much of the advice was sound — to choose
men younger than himself and not to appoint someone however well qualified
unless they impressed him personally at interview — and Egerton was becoming
self-confident enough to ignore some of Lomax's views. Do not have a French or
German master, he warned, 'They are such complete cads in general'. But in the
1863 prospectus there appears the name of Herr Stuhlmann, the first of a line of
native German and French masters appointed by Egerton, an enlightened policy
not continued by his successors. The other staff recorded in that prospectus were
the Revd W. J. Panckridge, a Cambridge graduate described somewhat
forbiddingly in the History as 'a fine specimen of muscular Christianity, who
taught Euclid vi et armis, but was the most genial of men'; Samuel Blacker, who
had trained as a teacher at Culham Training College, and F. H. Capner, the
music master. Despite remarks in the History, the evidence suggests that some of
Egerton's early inexperienced selections of staff were not too successful. A large
proportion stayed for only a very short time, perhaps because the advertisements
attracted young men preparing to be ordained, and there were other difficulties.
Lomax sympathised over the inefficiency of assistant masters.
By early 1863 Egerton was ready to look ahead. Newly married, his own life
was more settled, and with 50 boys the school seemed safely established, so that
although financially it was not yet self-supporting the risk was almost over. It
had, however, reached the limit of its growth in the existing buildings, and there
was the double problem of how to finance an extension, and how to secure its
permanence in the event of his own withdrawal or death. Accordingly he sought
the advice of bishop Wilberforce.
The urgent need was more accommodation and Egerton listed as 'Immediately
necessary priorities', a new block containing a schoolroom for 150 boys, with
master's room, bathrooms and dormitories above for 120 boarders, thus trebling
the size of the school and greatly improving the living conditions. An indication
of overcrowding that some parents may have feared is revealed in the 1863
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prospectus, which boasted 'Every boy has a separate bed', but the justification for
improvements was underlined by two scarlatina epidemics in the autumns of
1862 and 1863 — one of the commonest but most feared school diseases usually
attributed to poor sanitation. In the second priority of 'Necessary at some future
time' was a dining hall and smaller dormitory, a chapel, and a house for the
headmaster. The latter was too small for its purpose and was due to be
demolished to complete Street's original plan, but has nevertheless survived a
century of alterations and development around it.
Hewett's grandiose scheme was abandoned by Egerton, but Street produced
an alternative design for the schoolroom block, estimated to cost roughly £2,000.
With £1,800 already owed on mortgage and to friends Egerton was unwilling to
increase his debt for this would mean borrowing up to £5,000 on buildings which
were only of value as a school, and therefore unsafe as a security. Either he could
try to raise the sum by subscription or hand the school over to diocesan trustees.
Despite the obvious advantages of such a trust, which would relieve him of sole
responsibility and liability, he was not prepared to surrender control. He was
enjoying his freedom and thought that a trust would be less efficient. It was also a
point of pride that he did not want to give up personal control until the school
was proved to be both self-supporting and useful, writing to the bishop, 'I trust I
shall not through anxiety, & a kind of weariness give up all into other hands
before I am quite satisfied that it will be for some real permanent good'.
At this vital moment when the future of the school depended entirely on raising
money for its growth, the influence and support of bishop Wilberforce was
decisive. He arranged for a loan of £1,500 without interest or time limit for
repayment as long as Bloxham remained a church school, the money being lent
by wealthy county landowners, C. Langston of Sarsden House near Chipping
Norton, J. G. Hubbard, later 1st Lord Addington, of Addington near
Buckingham and the Duke of Marlborough. In fact, most of the money came
from two large promises of £600 from the Langston estate, Mr Langston himself
dying before the business was completed, and £750 from Lord Overstone. Of this
amount £1,100 was required to buy the field (originally subdivided into three,
with farm buildings) which was to become the main playing field together with a
smaller plot of land and two cottages, but the balance of £400 was reckoned
enough for the building to be started.
The new block, the first to be built by Egerton, was designed by Street to run at
right angles at the east end of the original building, which had been left with a
blank wall for such a purpose — for Hewett's proposed gateway and chapel
extension. In style it was similar to the first part, of local Hornton stone with
Victorian Gothic features of steep-pitched roof with crest tiles, gables and
Decorated-style windows. The only architectural relief to the plain design was
provided by the oriel window of the master's room and the severe buttresses on
all sides. On the west was the staircase projection and a lean-to passage running
to the headmaster's house, overlooked by a pair of windows in the schoolroom, a
long, bleak eighteen-foot high room warmed by large fireplaces at each end. Old
photographs show that in the old-fashioned early-nineteenth century way three
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No. I or Crake senior dormitory, about 1890.

classes could be taught there at the same time, and a scholarly Old Bloxhamist
recalled the time about 1870 'how when school commenced at 9 o'clock, the cane
was placed remindingly on the master's desk: how all the boys did their lessons
while toeing a chalk line on the floor', presumably when they brought their
exercises up to the master, adding that the one invaluable thing that he learnt was
how to work in the midst of a terrific row. The original desks remained in use
until 1908 when the new floor was also laid down and lockers added, and
although the south end was shortened when the chapel vestry was contrived, the
schoolroom remained the communal living room for the junior school and was
used for junior and middle school prep until the 1960s.
On the first floor were the master's rooms at the south end, first occupied by
Panckridge (1863-65), and a new bathroom at the Banbury road end, with a
temporary chapel between them. After the school chapel was built and with the
school still growing in size, the temporary chapel became no. Ill dormitory, later
known as Crake junior dormitory; an assistant master had a small bedroom at
one end of the dormitory and the marks of the partition may still be made out on
the beams. Above and running the full length of the block was the large 40-bed
no. I dormitory, later Crake senior, with a long trestle of wash bowls down the
centre and lit by little half-hour candles. Before going up to bed all the boys
shook hands with the masters assembled below in the schoolroom. In the angle
between the two blocks, where the porter's lodge had been situated, the main
entrance of the school was given a porch with a steeply pitched roof, visible on a
few late nineteenth-century photographs.
It is a matter for some speculation how at this stage Egerton and Street
envisaged further development. The Hewett scheme had been cast aside in favour
of more cautious and piecemeal expansion, and there is nothing in Egerton's
correspondence and papers to indicate whether he was working towards an
overall plan. His list of priorities suggests that he already had in mind to extend
the dining hall wing from the west end of the original block, which had been
designed to allow for it. The demolition of the old farmhouse was also among
Egerton's ideas, and it is likely that in 1864 he thought that eventually the chapel
would be built on its site in order to complete the inner quadrangle. Certainly the
architect cannot have intended to build the chapel where it now stands, for he
would not have given the master's oriel window such a gloomy outlook nor put
south windows in the upper dormitory, one of which had to be blocked when the
chapel was built; nor indeed would the laundry and other outbuildings have been
built to cluster in ugly constraint at the east end of the chapel.
The new building went ahead rapidly during 1864 so that by September the
invitation list for the official opening at All Saintstide could be prepared.
Egerton again sought the opinion of Lowe of Hurstpierpoint and the character of
the ceremony had a typical Woodard flavour. It was to be a prestigious occasion
and an opportunity for publicity, with the Founder's eldest brother, J. C.
Egerton, suggesting that if the bishop could be prevailed upon to write to the
editor of The Times the day's proceedings would be reported, as indeed they
were. Invitations were issued not only to the leading churchmen and laymen of
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Oxfordshire — Liddon, Father Benson of Cowley, the rural dean, the Revd E.
Payne, Lord Saye and Sele of Broughton, Lord North of Wroxton Abbey, Lord
Macclesfield, but Egerton also invited his former headmaster, Dr Moberly of
Winchester, the architect G. E. Street and the former chancellor of the
exchequer, then in opposition, Benjamin Disraeli.
The bishop of Oxford preached at the service in the parish church on the
importance of the middle classes for Britain's greatness, and then took a short
service of dedication in one of the upper rooms of the new building, presumably
in the later Crake junior dormitory which was in use the following term as the
school chapel. Downstairs in the new big schoolroom lunch was laid for the 260
guests, presided over by the Duke of Marlborough, flanked by Lord Saye and
Sele and the Hon. J. Fiennes, Viscount Dillon, Colonel North, M.P., the bishop
and archdeacon. The bishop congratulated 'his friend Mr. Egerton', and in
response to the warm tributes about his work Egerton — still relatively
inexperienced as both priest and schoolmaster at the age of 32 — seized the
opportunity to broadcast his aims for Bloxham.
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CHAPTER III

P. R. EGERTON
THE YEARS OF SUCCESS, 1864-86

The completion of the schoolroom range was an important landmark in the
history of the school. Its continuing growth and independence were assured
under Egerton's direction without recourse either to a diocesan trust or to the
Woodard Corporation. There was a good local support, finances were
improving, and there were healthy signs that the school was both fulfilling a need
and starting to achieve academic and sporting recognition. The year 1865 was a
new beginning in both these fields. Egerton was 33, married to a wealthy wife
and, having overcome the risks and crises of the first five years, could look
forward to several years of steady development. Not until his late 40s, after 20
years' ownership of the school, did he again seriously worry about what was to
happen to Bloxham after his retirement or death. In the meantime there was
much to do, and these fifteen years were a golden age of new building, growing
numbers, examination successes and sporting victories. Much was due to the
personality of the Founder and his wife.
For twenty years building work was almost continuous. The first step was to
level the ridge and furrow of the field north of the school to make it into a playing
field for the 1865 cricket season. Village opinion thought it a shocking waste of
good land, 'for a pack of boys to play on' and the tenant farmer delayed giving up
possession as long as he could. For the school it was an important and excellent
acquisition, though not without its problems, for there was a proposal to build
the Banbury to Chipping Norton railway across it and it was divided from the
school buildings by Water Lane. Egerton was advised to whip up influential
support against the railway on the opening day of the schoolroom block, and the
scheme came to nothing, but he had no success with attempts to stop up Water
Lane. The village has always consistently opposed the closure of this narrow and
winding right of way which cuts through the heart of the school property.
Flanking Water Lane and standing on the newly acquired field were an old
cottage and farm buildings, the site being marked by the pump which remained
for many years. These were demolished and the materials used by the village
builder, W. Adkins, to build the laundry, a single-story Hornton stone house
with attics apparently similar in appearance to the demolished cottage. The
builders were careful to preserve its 1624 datestone; when in turn the laundry was
demolished in 1936 the datestone was again saved to be set into the wall along
Water Lane very close to its original position. Two years later Adkins completed
the adjoining Botany Bay building. Of similar proportions to the laundry it is
more pretentious, of locally dug Hornton stone with Bath and Painswick stone
dressings and a York stone staircase, costing£436 0s. 11 1/2d. compared with £189
11s. 11 1/2d. for the laundry. It has been put to so many uses that its original
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The school in 1865, showing the schoolroom wing completed and laundry under
construction. The masters wearing caps and gowns are Egerton and, on his right,
Crake.

