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The Cock of the School: A Cultural History
of Playground Violence in Britain, 1880-1940

Jacob Middleton

Abstract Violence was an important part of the educational experience of many British
children during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. It principally took the form of
playground fights, in which children competed in displays of physical prowess to win
the accolade “cock of the school,” the term attached to the best fighter. This article exam-
ines the background to these fights using autobiographical accounts produced by indi-
viduals educated between 1890 and 1940. Working from common themes in these
accounts, it explains the structure and context of schoolyard fights. In particular, it exam-

ines the manner in which contemporary notions of masculinity influenced the conduct

of children. Fighting was a mcans by which a schoolboy could act out a fantasy of
manhood and, through this, relate to his peers and the school environment.

INTRODUCTION

hen recalling his education at a “rough” Stockport school at the begin-

ning of the twentieth century, Jim Hooley noted that the “best edu-

cation you received was how to look after yourself,” most notably in
learning “how to use your fists.”! Hooley saw his expericnces as unremarkable,
what might be expected if one were to grow up in an industrial town in northern
England. Learning to fight was, in his opinion, an essential and normal feature of
childhood for working-class boys. Hooley’s experiences were representative of
most of the boys who grew up in Britain during the late nineteenth and carly twen-
tieth centuries. They saw fighting as an important part of the school experience; in
their memories it often overshadows academic learning, and in their accounts of
school life they frequently pay more attention to playground battles than to what
occurred within the classroom. The attitudes of the era are captured in an observation

by John Glenwright, who, recalling his experiences of a particular school in County
Durham before the First World War, commented:

Although I stayed six years at that particular school, I cannot remember learning very
much except to read badly and write with an untidy scrawl. I made more progress n
the art of sclf-defence. T was a small, but willing young horse, and the bigger boys,

just to amuse themscelves, found me plenty of opponents, some older and bigger than
myself. I reccived many a good hiding.?

' Jim Hooley, A Hillgate Childhood (Stockport, 1981), 14.
* John Glenwright, Bright Shines the Morning (London, 1949), 9.

887




1 —

ggs ®m MIDDLETON

d o) 8} l) S1< {y ¥ L I( al taare 1 wil ll A l()lfll(t.,
S\l(h an (,XP(,I i(}llL(, ll‘ligjht [& t:ll((’,n as § lonl 1“5 Cdu Aton I f 1] 5 1 1 C
S t ¢ 1 1 4 ‘ - tl[ 1C ()QtLT 151 1(. lel }__)US{, C )t
1 tCllC(.t\.lal l(,al 1 Hlb. ISLL AL1SC h
fol lh(id a Ubstl ut fOl 1 ) I =
:\'Lhoul'\ 15 to P] ()\"Idt r.i 1€ ltltlf.'l., 1t 18 LI.lISLll].)l 151N¢ thdt Pla\ E’._t()[lllt[ flgilts are a

E 1 1stor iquity. Yet w
wholly neglected aspect of educational history, despite ther ubmqg;g Yaw
reads Edcsci'iptions of childhood from the nineteenth and twentie

hen one

qes, one

sees that many boys educated at the time believed that i‘l‘i_r,i'..tlngn\;?sv :Ll; :ng;{:]‘::lat
;u;pc:ct of their school life. These accounts transccm‘l_lrhc ]h;’f;?::fv c‘hudrén‘ il
hood, common from the nineteenth century (u?wa‘s n ; w‘? :.. qi;,w e oy
a5 victims in relation to violent acts.? 1*1}1;111}!‘, these stories f‘ﬂ e cxpc;icncc
not only incidental to schooling but also tum:nnucd as parr‘nTlm: l; i i g
: s an essential aspect of growing up for many boys. 1he p ayg‘ g
:“"d ‘)\1’::11?11}1?;1‘1t:)1 what it reveals about childhood aggression and the violent inflv
important, 1 :

ildren i > pinetee and twentieth centuries.
ences upon children in the nineteenth and

SCHOOLING AND THE ECONOMY OF VIOLENCE

The way in which socieries respond to v}olcncc is nota 31111;"]; ‘;111]('1( Lti tmf:}()jfiiﬁi?it
Violence is an interpersonal process defined l;arygclly' byi(l)ljl.lllﬁ\cr): ee;.l :.w o
the beginning of the twenty-first century, 1 ﬁhtf.lg' ‘Inlll::g‘, . C C_:u;c R b
form of violence. This has not, howm‘fc:, alvf»'.\?/s xm 1 ;ast, et
mistake to project our me ydern perceptions :_.ﬁ vm@mllu.v E).nr:; }; e ..;U;jctic_q e
problem of how violence influences 1_:hc way in which w L ]{:\J’ 2! d} .ln .hiq i
considered at some length by the historian John Cart-.f. l('m i rc‘ht.wdy o
mﬁl Crime in Nincteenth-Century Eu?qlm:d, W{)lod-l?(:[:i El:i: tlll ) l-csuir_ o iy
onding SOC;CW_ 0_1'10""; W‘t‘]’{i:-(gf‘: 1:;1? ’l"j‘n;—{io‘l\i\:ctvziblllxc g_oc; on to show that this is
spondingly diminished quanty E , he g

-ontradicti ithin
’ izing violence @ |1 as to the contradicions Wi
rive modes of organizing violence as well
: f o 6
1 s s chavior.

and politics that determine acceptable responses O violent beha
Jence is dependent upon this economy. e context, a fact

Fconomies of violence are necessarily based upon cultura A

. e S e of
Monica Flegel providcs a useful example of this pmhlu‘n in her studi

. e B
cither in the press or circulated by charities, that described the crue

(Farnham, 2009), 57-60.
(London, 2004), 24,
5 Ibid.
o Ibid., 2.

L, d © & ol . ] 1 sSC 21C
1eteC tl century Bl alll.

cnae hl] 1 I rratves mi

FCI ()f C ac (,hy na u} unetecntn Chru 1taimn l 0S¢ WCET

: at violence necessarily plays a

not always an accurate judgment; the assumption that violence ;’l(.CLb ! htc;-rn‘

always an acctl S . ‘brancy and coherence of 2
negative ole in society “tends to blind one to the vibrancy and coher

‘civilized

W oucs that violent acts should be
mentalitics of violence themselves.” Wood argucs tl’x’at violent fa;tmm i

: : i 5 °C f g & ) <l <
viewed within the context of an “economy of violence,” a nexus o ms, laws,

It is this

istinctions : : ing match, a dom-
onomy that enables us to make moral distinctions among a boxing 11 '(b']l‘ ;\, ot
cC \ d d = 2 K S PR missibili "
estic assault, and the use of force by a police officer. The relative permi )
CS ASS 5 £

that often

cate l ¢ 1 romow AEoress10n S rpreted v un a L,“\ 0 ()th.l Y.
1CSSIC 1 mnie rete 1 v ltl /en S
(.Olnph ates th mannce I hld\ E‘%‘ }

the emer-
accounts,
atment of

u 1 ance nc ¢ B e l’”ll! 1z Trnelty AN ch 111 NV LtLLHl/)'(‘LHllH ¥y Lllﬂll”lﬂ
SCC for nstat Montca Fl ac Conet lizing Cru | y Ch drer Nin
> gl

‘ fC ( ¢ i icteentiz-Ge i y Om Refinenien
hn Carter Woor o l()l nee {”lfi Crime tn Nincteen 1)-Centiry £l and /] SI}"{"(}]] Uf _/
) b i1 t E / Il Kl t

THE COCK OF THESCHOOL ® 889

children. Flegel shows that the contrast between the forcetul, aggressive adult and the
meek, submissive child was a cructal aspect of the conceptualization of cruelty.”
However, as Flegel points out, delinquent children held an ambiguous position in
these narratives, and their existence provided an alternative, and occasionally compet-
ing, image of childhood.® These contrasting representations of children were the
product of an economy of violence in which some acts of aggression against children
were condemned, while the forceful physical punishment of the delinquent child was
seen as both normal and reasonable.

The notion of the delinquent child should act as a reminder that much of the work

done by historians on the subject of violence has focused on transgressive and often
criminal behavior. In particular, the attention of historians has been drawn to the sig-
nificant changes in attitudes toward violence in the criminal justice system during the
last two hundred years. While there clearly has been a profound cultural and social
shift in terms of how violence was regarded during this period, there has been con-
siderable debate among historians as to the manner in which this reflected broader
trends in contemporary society. Martin J. Wiener, for instance, has characterized
these changes as part of a “civilizing offensive,” aimed at strengthening the social
order while reducing interpersonal violence.” He has argued that the trends were
part of a “growing intolerance of violence,” with its basis in an expanding criminal
justice system that acted as a mechanism for expanding social control.!'¥ The end
result, claims Wiener, was that traditional male behavior was increasingly stigmatized
and proscribed.!! Wiener’s investigation into the mechanisms of control has been
supplemented by the work of Clive Emsley, who has attacked teleological notions
prevalent in the discussion of violence and crime. For instance, Emsley’s examination
of police documents shows that levels of violent activity in Victorian Britain may
have been far higher than crime statistics suggest.!? If Wiener suggests that the
state increasingly took on powers to control and restrain violence from the nine-
teenth-century onward, then Emsley shows that such powers were applied sclec-
tively—and with restraint.

While the work of these historians provides a detailed overview of attitudes toward
violence during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, this scholarship is limited in
that it is primarily concerned with violence as an aspect of criminality. This perspec-
tive has an eftect upon how violent activitics are framed and produces a tendency to
focus on events with serious consequences because they are more likely to come to
the attention of the criminal justice system. A useful example of why this is proble-
matic is the examination of ritualized “fair fights” by John Carter Wood. In his
exploration of interpersonal fighting, Wood finds that the visibility of the fair fight
declined during the nineteenth century, leading him to conclude that “there was a

7 Flegel, Conceprualizing Cruelty, 23-24

*Ibid., 148, 180.

“ Martin J. Wiener, Men of Blood (Cambridge, 2004), 11.

1 Martin J. Wicner, “The Victorian Criminalization of Men,™ in Men and Violence: Gender; Honos; and
Rituals in Modern Enrope and America, ed. Picter Spierenburg (Columbus, 1998), 198, 203.

" 1bid., 198. ‘

'* Clive Bmsley, Hud Men: The English and Violence Since 1750 (London 2005), 7-8. The documents in
question were occurrence books and refused charge books. These were used to record events that
demanded police attention yet did not lead to action being brought against those involved.
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environment, it might expose a child to a variety of violent experiences. At its most
extreme, this violence could manifest in the form of the aggressive activities that were
part of normal life within the elite boarding schools of Britain during the nineteenth
century, where schoolboys spent their time hunting and killing animals, brawling
with inhabitants of nearby towns, and occasionally plotting active rebellion against
their teachers.1? More common forms of violence, meanwhile, included those admi-
nistered by teachers for disciplinary purposes; a misbehaving pupil might potentially
face corporal punishment, an application of force that was considered by many edu-
cationalists to be a necessary tool for the maintenance of order.2% This latter use of
force was prevalent within schools and consequently provides a useful counterpoint
to playground violence. First, we should note that, as a normal and sanctioned edu-

cational process, corporal punishment is a useful baseline against which other

instances of violence within the school may be compared. It was expected that at
least some corporal punishment would be used in the school, and as a result, it

was one form of violence with which most children were familiar.2! Second, it pro-

vides an example of how economies of violence were constructed, with the permis-

sibility of particular activities being based upon an institutional context. While some
uses of corporal punishment may seem irrational or excessive to the modern reader,
they were justified by educational norms that framed its usage.

While the use of corporal punishment within the school is relatively well recorded,
playground fights and other unsanctioned uses of violence are almost invisible in the
historical record; consequently, there is relatively little academic knowledge as to
the historical extent of violence within state schools.?? This is largely the product
of the documentation of educational practice, with official records concentrating
more on the manner in which the school ideally functioned than on the actual
school experience.?3 It is necessary, then, to turn away from documents generated
by schools and to look instead at autobiographical accounts. There are, of course, par-
ticular considerations in relation to using such material. First, as many writers have
pointed out, it is important to treat autobiographical material with caution.
Because most accounts of school life were written decades after the events that
they record, for example, writers have had an opportunity to consider their experi-
ences and redefine them in relation to their subsequent lives.?* A particular
example of this is recorded by Jonathan Rose in The Intellectual Life of the British
Working Classes, in which he shows that the politics of individuals in later life bear
a strong relationship with how they perceived the exercise of school discipline
from their younger years.?> Such issues have been developed by Brian Roberts,
who, in examining the variety of ways in which memories are created, has shown
that autobiography is a complicated narrative construction and not a mere recitation

' J. A. Mangan, Athleticism in the Victorian and Edwardian Public School (Cambridge, 1981), 18-32.
* See, for instance, S. E. Bray, School Organisation (London, 1905), 133,

*! See, for instance, Jonathan Rose, The Intellectual Life of the British Working Classes (New Haven and
London, 2001), 168-69.

** P. K. Smith, “Violence in Schools: An Overview,” Violence in Schools: The Response in Europe, ed. P. K.
Smith (London and New York, 2003), 1-2.
3 Harold Silver, Education as History (London, 1983), 21.

** Sce, for instance, Jacob Middleton, “The Experience of Corporal Punishment in Schools, 1890-
1940, History of Educntion 37, no. 2 (March 2008): 256-58.

¥ Rose, The Intellecrual Life of the Britislh Working Classes, 169.
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3 James Williams, Give Me Yesterday (Llandysul, 1971), 35.

A John Paton, Proletavian Pilgrimage {London, 1935), 36.
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fighting distinguished it from a random outpouring of aggression. It was, morcover,
a reflection of adult notions of the fair fight then prevalent within society.3% The rules
of a playground fight were not, however, always apparent in practice, and it would be
possible to describe the average contest, as one observer did, as “a fight to the finish
with bare knuckles, and uncontrolled by a referee.”3* Such statements should not be
read to imply a complete freedom of action for those who took part in fights, and
expectation and custom could have a significant influence on governing the actions
of participants. A typical example of this was described by Jimmy Wilde in his recol-
lections of schooldays in late nineteenth-century Wales. Wilde observed that boys
“would go to a lot of trouble with these fights. A rough ring would be formed,
seconds were appointed with dignity, although no one scemed anxious for the task
of refereeing.”®* Wildes statement combines observations on how such events
could be governed by expectation and tradition while lacking a formal structure.
In this context, it was left up to “the anger of the crowd” to ensure that foul play
did not take place.3®
The expectations and assumptions of the children themselves were important in
determining how a fight should be conducted, with customs and local norms deter-
mining what was permissible.3¢ Interpretations of what constituted acceptable be-
havior were, however, fairly liberal, sometimes surprisingly so. In Yorkshire, the
local “code of fighting did not forbid kicking,” and as one Yorkshire boy observed,
“clogs were our chief weapons when we really got down to business and a kick on
the shin from an iron-shod wooden clog is a bitter check to pugnacity.”*” In contrast,
the deliberate use of weapons seems to have been considered objectionable through-
out Britain. One boy, recalling an occasion when he was struck with a bottle, called
the atrack “unpardonable” and complained that it was a breach of the boys’ “rules of
chivalry.”38 While such rules were often fluid, actions considered as unsporting could
produce strong reactions. Ken Ausden recalled witnessing one such act when a boy
struck another in the groin during a fight at his school. The unanimous reaction of
the pupils was to ostracize the perpetrator for acting in such an unsporting
manner.3® The relative importance of such codes of behavior can be observed in Guz-
tersnipe, Sam Shaw’s account of working-class life during the early twentieth century.
After committing a petty crime while still a minor, Shaw found himself sent to the
Feltham Industrial School, an institution for the rehabilitation of juvenile criminals.

2 See Carter Wood, Violence and Crime in Nineteenth-Century England, particularly 92.

 James Howard, Winding Lanes (Cacrnarvon, 1938), 28.

* Timmy Wilde, Fighting Was My Business (London, 1938), 20. See also Edward Ezard, Battersea Boy
(London, 1979), 98.

% Wilde, Fighting Was My Business, 20. See also Walter Hannington, Never on Our Koees (London,
1967), 20.

3 One of the most interesting manifestations of this was observed by Edward Ezard, who noted that in
his school “it was considered legitimate to call in someone to fight for you” if a match would otherwise
seem unfair. See Ezard, Battersea Boy, 98.

¥ Rowland Kenney, Westering (London, 1939), 14. Sec also Joseph Barlow Brooks, Lancashive Bred: An
Astobiggraphy (Cowley, 1950), 56. One should note that this is distinctly different from the adult notion of
a “fair fight,” in which kicking was secn as underhanded. See Wiencr, Men of Blood, 55.

* Stan Dickens, Bending the Tivig (Ifracombe, 1975), 39. See also Walter Southgate, That’s the Way It
Was (London, 1982), 44.

* Ausden, Up the Crossing, 216-18.
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Certainly none of us could remember what place we held in class with regard to spelling
or arithmetic, but we never forgot our position on the fighting championship ladder. He
who stood on the top rung kept his position by his fists. Under this system everybody
eventually fought everybody, the weak and fearful being more content to remain so, the
strong consumed with ambition to be the school’s prize fighter.#®

It is telling that Bryans’s most vivid memories of school are the fights that he took
part in and observed. What dominates his memories of school, decades after the
events in question, is not the life of the classroom but the violence of the playground.

FIGHTING IN FANTASY AND REALITY

The notion that fighting within the school was limited by certain constraints indi-
cates how violence was seen not only as a means to an end but also as a particular
class of behavior that was an end in itself. While the status accorded to the cock of
the school may have motivated many boys to fight, many others simply felt a
general pride in their participation in the act of fighting.#” To take part, even to be
beaten by another boy, seems to have had some intrinsic value, providing that the
fight in question was conducted according to the law of the playground. This situ-
ation is best understood if the playground fight is seen as a heavily romanticized
activity, a form of constrained violence by which a boy could measure himself
against contemporary ideals of masculinity. This process is understandable when
one considers how, from the late Victorian era onward, it was seen as particularly
desirable to encourage qualities of manliness in growing boys. This encouragement
was given in a variety of ways, such as through the Earl of Meath’s “Duty and Dis-
cipline” campaign, which began at the end of the 1880s. This was a political move-
ment that encouraged tradition, patriotism, and the robust upbringing of children;
its supporters argued that “almost any harshness compatible with [children’s] phys-
ical health and mental progress would be better than an ignoble and helpless inability
to control their conduct.”5? The example of the Duty and Discipline movement high-
lights the attitudes toward manliness that were increasingly being stressed in the
latter years of the Victorian era. In this view of the world, pain and physical hardship
would help boys assert their masculinity in what was frequently condemned as an
“age of sentimentality.”5!

The most obvious and enduring way in which these debates on masculinity were
communicated to boys was through the children’s literature of the period. This issue
has been explored in depth by the historian Kelly Boyd, whose work on masculinity
in children’s literature has shown how, from the 1890s onward, books aimed at
school-age boys increasingly promoted a notion of physical assertive manliness;
this encompassed within it an idea of fair play and the belief that fighting was a

* Bryans, No Swrrender, 194.

*? Albert Mansbridge, The Tiodden Road (London, 1940), 11; Bryans, No Susvender, 194-95; William-
son, Father Joe, 34; Hannington, Never on Our Knees, 20.

50 Essys on Duty and Discipline: A Series of Papers on the Training of Childven in Relation to Social and
National Welfare (London, 1910), 3.

¥ See, for instance, “Punishment of Schoolboys,” Morning Advertiser, 25 January 1904, 6. “To Our
Readers,” Brutalitarian (October 1904), 1.
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shadow boxing before the mirror, I got a knee in the groin or a kick in the shin or had
my glasses knocked off, and went home, weeping.”S8 The playground fight could be
a hard lesson in the differences between fiction and reality.

The inculcation of masculine values was not transmitted solely through literature,
and children could learn about manliness through many other aspects of culture at
the time. For instance, sporting proficiency was a notable channel for aggression,
with the physical prowess exhibited in sport being one way of displaying manliness.
Most significant, at least from the point of view of interpersonal violence, was the
popularity during this period of boxing in working-class communities. Boxing not
only provided boys with sporting heroes, whose actions might be emulated in the
playground, but also was an activity endorsed by the educators of the period; accord-
ing to one writer, it was a “manly and healthful exercise,” which would instill in boys
the virtues of “tenacity, magnanimity, fortitude and courage.”®0 It was possible to see
boxing solely in practical terms, as a source of skills, and it is in this form that the
sport enters into the autobiographical accounts of people who grew up in Britain
from the end of the Victorian period onward. Boxing was seen by some children
as an arcane science, with skilled boxers being in possession of secret knowledge
that would allow them to triumph over their opponents.®!

The prominence of images drawn from school stories and boxing matches can be
contrasted with the comparative absence of adult violence from childhood memories.
This is perhaps surprising, given that playground conflicts often resembled forms of
adult fighting prevalent among the British working class during the nineteenth
century. As historians have shown, the notion of the ritualized fair fight was
common in the Victorian era; in the words of John Carter Wood, it was a form of
violence defined by “a clearly delimited variety of fighting techniques,” not dissimilar
from an informal version of boxing.®? However, the striking lack of reference to fair
fights among adults suggests that these did not directly influence playground con-
flicts. Instead, the fair fight was filtered through the medium of school stories and
boxing, becoming a fantasy that infected both childhood practice and later
recollection.

The fantasy of fighting did not always, or even often, match the reality experienced
by children. It was, for instance, typical for a fight to begin with the combatants,
“mindful of the boxers they saw in the Sunday papers,” assuming appropriate
stances; however, with the first blow, “both would forget the niceties of boxing
and fight each other in a whirl of arms, legs, clinches, clogs, and the swear words
of which we were all proud.”®? If any boys learned to apply practical boxing skills,
such experiences were absent from their autobiographics; even individuals who
became boxers in later life, such as Septimus O’Reilly, reported little of the refined
skill of the boxing ring in their stories of childhood fights. In his autobiography,
O’Reilly admitted that he would simply rush at his opponent and hit him repeatedly,
which was reportedly an effective technique when a fight consisted of a “lot of

* O’Donovan, An Only Child, 127.
" Mangan, Athlcticism in the Victorian and Edwardian Public School, particularly 22-23.
“ E. B. Dent, Boxing for Boys (Aldershot, 1920), n.p.

! See, in particular, Williams, Give Me Testerday, 36.

2 Carter Wood, Violence and Crime in Nincteenth-Centwry England, 86-87.

“ Donnelly, The Yellow Rock, 28.




[

gos ® MIDDLETON

. e tapbar -r a blow was
squaring up and sparing about and threatening each other bf‘,{ow ;-:vu a o e
sque e = i . . of tion of comir
: » i : dual would observe of the no
seruck ™6 As another individual : o . e soelled doom
fight like a boxer, “winning by circular swings of mrljghwkjrllla“ Yfftlft-“ l;zxcx' appears
& : ¥ ; i he skills OF the ! :
R art P05 Nevertheless althuugh ad()ptmg i .
from the start. e > 3 . e t. because it
. A : 3 t is important, :
T actice. discussion of the spor orta
to haye been rare in practice S edon in the lives of children. Indeed,
; o ayed by the imagination 1n the iv . :
reminds us of the role played ! )  assumed while fighting
. e . that the fantasy roles that werc ass
for many boys, it seems that the y o DOFOSE
were as 'impcz‘t:mt as success within the fight. They fulfilled an }Ji_lsp(_}iu.nigl] g Tht,
allowing boys to act out fantasics of male aggression. Mere l"‘“““‘l’f‘m)r'w:qs‘c d & th(:.
‘cveu if one was beaten, was useful, because 1t shgwcc{l{ that one lp( .:{141011 o
valued masculine qualities of bravery and determination.” anwrsc 311 alth X -f%n .
p & ; . sl oline - ce. s f
\;«'as possible to avoid violence, this carried with it E‘hch §1ul 6(31 cowardice,
’ PR \ -ess of fighting.™
- 2 alternative” to the process O . .
“the more unpleasant alternative tl tp hting process can be underlined with the
The importance of imagination in the HE7. o8 P sidered to be distinctly
ender distinctions made by many Writers. Fighting was cons! h behavior because
ﬁm.;cuﬁng and girls were at least notionally excluded from suc h.ncb";a o tThi;
according to the beliefs of the period, “it was \zroﬂg_ l;n 1tld‘1()% st;ould o
(= £ = 1 1§ cou
< renresentative of a masculine notion that giris : :
comMmeEnt Was representanve ¢ . ions than of empirical expert-
= e uct of societal expectanions thal P ? .
fight. This was mor¢ the prod b = entation of
. > an accurate ICpres
. " e as not always found to be 5
ence; when tested, it W _ ted in a London school during the
s Faor instanc ansbridge, educated 1 2 - : B
reality. For instance, Albert Mansbrid . : . the 1mpression
late nineteenth century, recalled picking 2 fight with a glrl_, u:jldu icrjml?icmoﬂ—
“hat boys were stronger”; beaten by his opponent, (gc It:ri:cenm ; [2 4 indic*.tc% it
S % . ) The anecdote atc:
R wch prejudices were not always truc. €
i t;;lﬂt - P}ﬂ; hts. a notion reinforced by the fact that some women did
irls mi ngage 1n ngnts, 2 ; . : hies.0
gitls might eng et d fights in their autoblographies.
: i ting in playground g
include stories of partaipa . . e prone to recount dom-
qich ac ommon, with women more p g
However, such accounts are not ¢ A . sch thi ight have partici-
/ . mig 1t have p
: ; d than any violence in which they ;
estic tales from their childhoo 1o articipation in playground
X . = i trayal of girls’ particip Pid) )
they were girls. This por : h |
pated in while ! : b accounts exist to suggest that girls
. : ine t: while enough accot = .
fights is suggestively inconsistent; - .d oirls from their
X ~ IS rwriters excluded girls It
icipe and observed fighting, many g N
participated in il e d; articipate in this form of vio
p ; +d that girls did not participa :
accounts of fighting or nsiste 2 - - robiography, which reflects
: eminder of the limitations of autobiograpiy, WHICH ¥+
lenice.”! This should be a reminder i : - 5 trinsically
society as much as pcrsunal experience. The notion l;hat \no(lierll;c was a\: }-:2 qdmittczi
yie " ilv discus men 2
. it e t it was more readily discussed by :
masculine pursuit meant tha : . L as the
that, in chEi}ILﬂwod their fantasy lives had been consumed by fighung, Y
dly el =

"Reilly was + only individual
o Geprimus O'Reilly, The Tiger of the Legion (London, 1936), 'IB, O [{ull}. \:v.!..a nlor. tl:: :]1‘1-121 \1/1; t:;lr ; :l !
‘ho ;h?mcd ;hat disp&ming with preliminaries and sumply armckn?g an uppnm;mf w.l;: a; - 3
§ |:1i1:u: notion was put forward by Cecil Rolph Hewitt, See Hewatt, London Particulars, 89.
si . 3
% John Giscard, A Place of Stones (London, 1958), 117. B %
6 See. for instance, William Brown, 50 Far ... (London, 1943), 2.
o7 Wil‘}iam Goldman, East End My Cradle London, 1940), 31-32.
o Magee, Clonds of Glory, 44 4 i
® Mansbridge, The Trodden Road, 11-12. . . - 5
"” ztsli"t::'lﬁ%s‘;\11cc Aﬁgl'l:\ Rodaway, A Lendon Childhood (London, 1960), 53; Josephine Gibney, J
feG ile’ Sanghter (Kineton, 1977), 71. . . ‘ ons
MEE’“;;?::.S&:‘ :}i:utld note that this indT.udcs the autobiographies of female writers, though the exceptio

are revealing.

THE COCK OF THESCHOOL = 899

imagined themselves to be daring boxers or fictional heroes, who expressed mature
masculinity by prowess in combat. In addition, while both fantasy and reality are
reflected in autobiography, it is not always easy to distinguish between them; with
such accounts prepared at a great distance in time from the events to which they

refer, the two can easily blend together to form a semi-imagined account of child-
hood violence.

AGGRESSION AND CULTURES OF SCHOOLING

Although playground fights were often spontaneous exhibitions of aggression, it is
important to place them in the cultural context of Britain during the late nineteenth
and early twenticth centuries. As we have seen, late Victorian cultures of masculinity
had made fighting seem a reasonable, and even commendable, behavior by the 1880s
and 1890s. These cultures, moreover, were emphasized by a series of military con-
flicts that had a significant effect upon British culture. The imperial wars of the nine-
teenth century, the Boer War at the beginning of the twentieth, and the two world
wars that followed were important events in British history. Their influence was
unmistakably profound, and many of those who grew up at the time recalled the pro-
minence of militarism in British culture at the time.”?

While children had little direct contact with military life, the indirect influence of
warfare was pervasive and militarism often encouraged by schools. From the Edwar-
dian period onward, children were encouraged to see warfare as central to British
history and culture—to view themselves as the “kinsmen of men who charged
with the Light Brigade, and sons of the heroes who routed the Zulus.””3 In particu-
Jar, prior to the First World War, some saw one purpose of schools as being to prepare
children for military life; thus, physical drill was described “both as a matter of public
health and as a preparation for the citizen army of the future,” and a number of com-
mentators argued that rifle training should be a standard feature in the curriculum.”
Although few schools took up the latter suggestion, the notion of the soldier as a
heroic figure was promoted and, as one individual observed, it was not unusual
for the boy who went on to join the armed forces to be portrayed as “the hero of
the school.””> The militaristic strands within British education during this period
helped to promote a nationalistic culture in childhood play, which might manifest
itself in pastimes such as the popular Edwardian game of “Britons and Boers.”

7> A particularly good example of this is provided in James Whittaker, I James Whittaker (London,
1934), 23-25.

" Aubrey Darby, A View From the Alley (Luton, 1974), 10.

™ W. . Herringham, “On Physical Training in Schools,” in Tivo Addresses Delivered Before the Medical
Officers of Schwols Association (London, 1906), 1. On rifle training, see T. C. Horstall, “The Influence on
National Life of Military Training in Schools,” in Tive Addresses Delivered Before the Medical Officers of
Schools Association; A. G. Grenfell, “Teaching Schoolboys to Shoot,” Liverpool Daily Post and Liverpool
Mercry (8 August 1905), 7; H. S. Perris, Rifles and Education: A Record and Appeal (London, 1907).
The subject is fully explored in Alan Penn, Tugeting Schools: Drill, Militarism and Impevialism (London,
1999), particularly 165-68.

7 H. Hodge, It’s Draughty Up Front (London, 1938), 36. It is interesting to note that, at the beginning
of the twenticth century, the School Board for London made provisions for memorials inside school build-

ings to commemorate “heroic” acts by pupils. Sce “Records of Acts of Heroism and Self-Sacrifice,” School
Board for London Gazette (29 May 1900), 148—49.
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thar disciplinary measures were designed for the purpose of maintaining order within
the school. As long as fighting occurred during time set aside for play, it was not scen
as disruptive. The relative importance of imposing order and controlling aggression
is revealed in the recollections of Abel Jones, who was schooled in late nineteenth
century Wales. Jones stated:

I spent mv bovhood in the elementary school in the days of rigid discipline, when a
Y ) _ Y >
headmaster’s whistle would demand immediate silence and stop all movement. One
' - - . P . - .
playtime I, a small boy in Srandard I, fell down and was kicked in the face, At this
point the whistle went. A brother of mine, a couple of years older, seeing me on the
floor, bleeding, ran to me at once in spite of the whistle. He was severely caned.®*
s 2 )

These events clearly show the economy of school violence in action. Although it may
seem irrational for an act of compassion to provoke corporal punishment, while an
unprovoked act of violence went unpunished, the events should be seen within the
context of the values of the nineteenth-century school. Order and discipline were
of paramount importance in this world, while violent acts were seen as of incidental
importance. While fighting was at times punished, it was often in situations when
this behavior had consequences for the maintenance of order. For instance, during
1935 and 1936, the punishment book of Salter’s Hill School in London recorded
only two occasions when children were punished for fighting. The first act of punish-
ment related to boys fighting when “in line,” while the second resulted from boys
“fighting in room.”85 Here the reasons for punishment emphasize the fact that tea-
chers were less concerned with the violent nature of such activity than with its disrup-
tive effect on their own authority when it occurred in inappropriate times and places.
The other point at which teachers might intervene was when there was evidence
that serious harm might result from fighting. An instance of this was observed by
John Giscard, during his schooling in the 1930s. An intense period of fighting
between the boys at his school was tolerated by his teachers until one boy used a
knife on another. In this situation the punishment was relatively mild and the boy
in question received a mere two strokes of the cane.80 Nevertheless, it is clear that,
even when teachers were forced to intervene, they did not consider playground vio-
lence to be a serious issuc. In part, these attitudes were derived from the notion that
the playground was a space where children should be allowed to freely develop. From
the nincteenth century onward, it was commonly accepted that play and use of the
playground were valuable parts of the educational process.®” The playground was
typically described as the “uncovered school-room,” where the “formation of charac-
ter goes on even more decisively than in the school-room strictly so called. ™ Despite
the extensive disciplinary powers of teachers, it was believed that “the playground is
often a better teacher of discipline than the class room, for it is in the play-ground that

* Abel Jones, I Was Privileged (Cardift, 1943), 7.

% Salter’s Hill School Punishment Book, f. EQ/DIV8/SAL/MISC/2, London Metropolitan Archive.

% Giscard, A Place of Stones, 39—41.

¥ Marc Armitage, “The Influence of School Architecture and Design on the Outdoor Play Experience
within the Primary School,” Paedagogica Historica 41, no. 4 (August 2005): 539.

" Eurther Roports of Assistant Commissioners on Popular Edneation in England, (London, 1861), 545;
Appendize to Minutes of Evidence Thken Befiwe the Commissioners on Poprlar Education, (London, 1861), 91.
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THE EXPECTATIONS OF MASCULINITY
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However, while aggressive ideas of what constituted masculinity were dominant
during this period, they were not universal. Although positive accounts of tighting
frequently appear in autobiographical records, some individuals were willing to
admit that they found no pleasure in the violent cpisodes of their school life. As
one was to remark in later life, playground fights were “necdiess and silly ways of
getting hurt.””
Since masculinity and aggression were coupled in the popular imagination, it was

difficult for boys to completely withdraw altogether from the tighting culture of
schools. While fighting was an almost universal aspect ot boyhood, many authors
were to admit in later life that they participated with reluctance. Coercion might
be necessary to persuade some boys to fight, and they could be “goaded into punch-
ing cach other” by what was, in the words of one observer, “a howling mob” of chil-
dren.”8 Even those boys who were happy to fight might dislike what was often the
coercive nature of playground aggression; as one boy noted, he was happy to fight
another boy, but he “would not fight on a silly side pretext.”? In some instances,
this reluctance to get involved was due entirely to a distaste for the painful conse-

quences of violence; as V. W, Garratt was to comment, he “lacked the courage to

give the first punch” and was thus “content to let other boys do the shedding of
the blood.”190 There was, however, something about the very nature of violence

that some boys found frightening or disturbing. For instance, James Kirkup, edu-

cated at a “rough” school in South Shields during the 1920s, claimed that the

“heated, almost hysterical violence of certain boys and girls” would fill him with

anxiety. 101 Joseph Barlow Brooks, another unwilling fighter, recalled that some

boys in his school, “like some dogs, had a taste for fighting.”!92 Examples such as

these are useful, because they underline the fact that the Victorian culture of mascu-

linity was not a universal and impersonal force to which all members of society were

subject. Instead, it was the product of beliefs held in common by a sufticient namber

of people to have an effect on how society functioned. While fighting may have been

a normal activity for boys during the Jate nineteenth and early twentieth centurics, it
is necessary to recognize that not all children subscribed to the cultures that promoted
this form of behavior and that many found playground violence to be a negative
experience.

Despite the aggressive nature of masculine culture during this period, little connec-
tion was made between violence and its consequences. Boys were, by fighting,
playing out the roles of boxers or literary heroes, or were trying to assume some
aspect of adult masculinity. As one schoolboy of the period recalled, he and his
schoolfellows felt the idea “that someone should be killed was terrible.”19% It
seems that few boys understood what the potential effects of violence might be.
There were, however, occasions when fighting did cause harm. One example of

7" Kenney, Westering, 13. See also, Brooks, Lancashive Bred, 56.

8 Kirkup, Sorrows, Passions and Alaris, 64,

7 Kenney, Wstering, 13. See also In Francis Guest [“James Spencer”], Limcy Breaks In (London,
1934), 7.

VW, Garraet, A Man in the Street (London, 1939), 25-26.

O Kirkup, Sorvows, Passions and Almans, 64.

192 Brooks, Laucashire Bred, 55.

193 Tom Tremewan, Cornish Youtl: Memories of a Pevyan Boy (Truro, 1968), 12-13.
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CONCLUSION—AN ERA OF VIOLENCE
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THE COCK OF THE SCHOOL m 905

spanned the years between the later nineteenth century and the advent of the Second
World War. This culture was encouraged by the expansion in school attendance in the
latter years of the ninetcenth century, which drew large numbers of children together
in institutional environments. Meanwhile, the simultancous growth of the Victorian
cult of manliness supported the idea that violence was an appropriate part of mascu-
line behavior. Both of these factors related to underlying societal shifts. The growing
importance of education, for instance, was linked to the increasing economic impor-
tance of skilled labor and the professions; the cult of manliness, meanwhile, was very
much a Victorian invention, dating from a time when changes in employment pat-
terns meant that many middle-class men felt anxicty over the status of their passive
clerical jobs.199 Such issues were the product of a changing and urbanizing world.
Demonstrative expressions of masculinity were coming into fashion at the point
where children were being thrown together in a system of mass education that
reinforced these images of manliness.

Once established, notions of violent masculinity might be reinforced in numerous
ways. Children’s fiction played a significant role, and as Kelly Boyd has noted, the
growth of the working-class market for boys’ stories grew at the end of the nine-
teenth century.!10 The activities of children were also influenced by contemporary
militarism in society, particularly in relation to the wars in which Britain participated
in this period. As Joanna Bourke has observed, “[D]uring the First World War, litera-
ture about the imperial wars entranced thousands; at the time of the Second World
War, boys spent hours reading The Times History of the Great W' As she also
points out, many soldicrs during the wars drew their expectations of warfare from
literature and particularly from childhood reading.'!? This literature could also influ-
ence activities in the playground, and both childhood fights and participation in wars
could act as expressions of masculinity. This continuity can be seen in the recollections
of Michael O’Donovan, who, as we saw above, adopted a public-school code of
honor in relation to his conduct in his own school life. O’ Donovan would grow
up to be a young man in Ireland at the time of its struggles for independence;
viewing “life through a veil of literature,” he was driven by his ideals to serve the
republicans in the civil war that followed.!'® Thus, the same literary influences
stretched across his early life, having an cffect upon both his school experiences
and the part he played in the Irish civil war.

The influences of masculine culture, militarism, and children’s fiction were perva-
sive and relatively unchanging for a considerable period of time. Playground fights,
existing within this context, were equally unchanging. Thus, the position of cock of
the school was as recognizable to the school children of London in 1890 as it would
have been to their equivalents in Yorkshire in 1940. In consequence, the stories told
of playground fights in autobiographical accounts are, at times, virtually indistin-
guishable from one another, differentiated only by dialect and the context within

199 Gee, for instance, Jacob Middleton, “The Cry for Useless Knowledge: Fear of Over-education in Late
Nineteenth-Century England,” History of Education Researcher 76 (November 2005): 97-98; John Tosh,
Manliness and Mascuslinities in Nincteenth-Century Britain (Harlow, 2005), 204.

1 Boyd, Manliness and the Boys’ Story Paper in Britain, 72-73.

"1 Joanna Bourke, An Intimate History of Killing (London, 1999), 21.

12 Ibid., 20, 53-54.

1% O’Donovan, An Only Child, 211.
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which they are framed. These forms of fighting were a product of a particular set of
converging influences; they came ‘nto existence in the carly years of mass education
and would dominate the shape of violent behavior at school until the middle of the

twenticth century.
There are two notable points about the relatively

lence. The first is that it fits poorly with the notion that vio!

through the nineteenth and twentieth centuries as part of 2 civilizing
claims have generally been made on the basis of trends in serious violence, particu-
larly murder and certain forms of public disorder. Accounts of playground fights,
however, suggest that at least certain forms of violence were exempt from this and
that the civilizing process may not be as simple, or as linear, as it is sometimes rep-
resented. Second, the static nature of playground fighting serves to conceal the
manner in which it occurred within an economy of violence. Militarism and the
cult of manliness not only made school violence permissible but also were sufficiently
pervasive s0 as to become established long-term norms. This continuity makes it easy
to sec why teachers during the 1930s accepted the prevalence of playground violence,
given that it was little different from what they might have experienced twenty, thirty,
or even forty years before.
By the middle of the twentieth century, the manner in which playground fights
were framed began to shift considerably in response to changes in British culture.
Most prominent among these shifts was the move away from the Victorian cult of
manliness. While this survived into the twentieth century, it was on the wane; histor-
ians J. A. Mangan and James Walvin claim that, although this model of masculinity
remained a significant influence in British society after 1900, it suffered a steady and
gradual decline unil its disappearance in the 1940s. 115 While this cultural shift was a
complex phenomenon, it is worth noting that the idea of manly self-defense was
increasingly at odds with the professional, industrial warfare of the mid-twentieth
century. The idea that courage or skill at boxing would allow one to Overcome

one’s enemies was appearing increasingly absurd.'®

With the decline of the cult of manliness, the economies of violence in Britain,
both within the school and in society in general, were inevitably subject to change.
Thus, although fighting remained a feature of school life after the Second World
War, the language and situalized behavior that surrounded it declined. When Iona
and Peter Opie were rescarching cultures of childhood play in the 1950s, they
found that, although fighting retained some rituals, many traditional aspects, such
as the phrase «cock of the school,” had faded almost entirely from use. 117 Therefore,
while it would be impossible to give any precise date by which the fight was no
longer a central part of playground culture, it would seem reasonable to locate it
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proces.s.1 14 Such

“The Victorian Criminalization of Men,” 200.
d Morality: Middle-Class Muasculinity in

114 Gee, for ingtance, Wiener,

15 1. A Mangan and James Walvin, introduction to Manliness an
Britain and America 18001 040, 2.

16 Although not without its proponents: James Hipkiss, in the 194
on the cover that the martial art ju-jitsu Was “your
ing off panzer divisions with the use of martial arts absurd is
violenee than Hipkiss. Sec James Hipkiss, Unarmed Combat (London, 1941).

117 Tana Opic and Peter Opie, The Lore and Language of School Children (Oxford, 1959), 196-97. The
quthors noted that “cock of the school” was retained only in northern England.

1 book, Unmaned Combit, promised

asign that we inhabita different economy of

answer to invasion.” That we now find the idea of fight-

THE COCK OF THE SCHOOL & 907

aIOUI‘ld t}lc mil € O e twe (,tll centut y al()ll W tlle lasl 1 ts O eV -
g g ) 3
SO too dld t.he cconomies [y v c alld.
continuous set ()f playgr Lllld bCll V Ill l'_ll NeEw 110IMICS Of terperso V10~
O avlors. € ne €CO.

161lce tllat wWCre eme (o4 ld.d.le O ¢ twentieth cer ltLlI'y, 1t as COMIN,
g bl
alIIlCd 1(1C1( or two V 1()16: Cc was be CInter pI c Ot as a mear ll“g1 Ll] C l)l'

3 Xhl

fight was becomi
ing an outmoded form of aggressi
O SS1 '
G ggression, no longer acceptable in the

14 . ..
Brooks, Lancashire Bred, 56. Sce also, West, I Said the Sparrow, 4344




