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Introduction

When undertaking research for my book on the history of geography textbooks I came across John Meiklejohn who had written a number of such books, but had also composed many other textbooks as well as learned papers.
  I decided to investigate his life and work, particularly as he was the first holder of the chair of education in the University of St Andrews and became well-known in late 19th century educational circles both in Scotland and in England.

John Meiklejohn was born on 11th July 1830 in Edinburgh. The Dictionary of National Biography gives his date of birth as 1836 as do certain obituary notices, but this is certainly an error as on his death certificate in April 1902, his age is given as 71 years. His father was a schoolmaster in the Port Hopetoun district of Edinburgh, an area that does not feature on modern maps. It was an area around one of the basins at the Edinburgh end of the Glasgow to Edinburgh Union Canal, which was filled in and built over in 1921. The young Meiklejohn was educated in his father’s school, and subsequently went to the University of Edinburgh from 1846 to 1849. What he studied there is unclear. He enrolled in all four years in courses abbreviated to 1Lit., 2Lit., 3Lit., and 4Lit.. The archives department of the University of Edinburgh suggests that these were courses in literature, but since he was stated to have obtained a Gold Medal for Latin
 it seems more likely that Lit. may be the Edinburgh version of Literae Humaniores, namely a course in classical studies. He did not graduate at the end of his course; this was not an unusual at the time, a student simply obtained a 

This picture of Meiklejohn was placed in the Obituary Notice in the College Echoes, the St Andrews University Magazine, 27 October, 1902.

testimonial from their professor if this was to help them obtain employment. However, nine years later, in 1858 he was awarded an honorary degree of  M. A., though there is no record in the University Archives as why he was given this honour. 
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Early Professional Life

After finishing his courses at the University, the Dictionary of National Biography (1901–1911) states that he devoted himself to German philosophy. Why he so did, we do not know, but the evidence is to be found in a translation of Kant’s Kritik der reinen Vernunf [Critique of Pure Reason] which he undertook and which was published in 1855.
 This suggests that he was also competent in the German language. I have been unable so far to discover how he came to have such an expertise in German. Meiklejohn certainly does not lack confidence in his ability to do justice to Kant’s great work. He writes in the translator’s preface:

A previous translation of the Kritik exists, which, had it been satisfactory, would have dispensed with the present. But the translator had, evidently, no very extensive acquaintance with the German Language, and still less with his subject. A translator ought to be an interpreting intellect between the author and the reader; but in this case the only interpreting medium has been the dictionary. Indeed Kant’s fate in this country has been a very hard one. Misunderstood by the ablest philosophers of his time, illustrated, explained, or translated by the most incompetent – it has been his lot to be either unappreciated, misapprehended, or entirely neglected. Dugald Stewart did not understand his system of philosophy – as he had no proper opportunity of making himself acquainted with it, Nitsch and Willich undertook to introduce him to the English philosophical public; Richardson and Haywood ‘traduced’ him…. In short it may be asserted that there is not a single English work upon Kant that deserves to be read, or which can be read with any profit except Semple’s translation of the Metaphysic of Ethics. All are written by men who either took no pains to understand Kant, or were incapable of understanding him.

F. A. Nitsch had in 1796 written A General and Introductory View of Professor Kant’s Principle, and Willich had, in 1798, produced Elements of Kant’s Philosophy. Meiklejohn explains that he was asked by Bohn the publisher, to revise the translation by a reputable scholar, but after ploughing through eighty pages, he avers: ‘I found, from the numerous errors and inaccuracies pervading it, that hardly one fifth of the original manuscript remained. I, therefore, laid it aside and commenced de novo’.

A. D. Lindsay who wrote the introduction to the 1934 Everyman edition of the work, agrees with Meikljohn, who states that:

He [Kant] wearies by frequent repetitions, and employs a great number of words to express, in the clumsiest of ways, what could have been enounced in a few. The main statement in his sentences is often overlaid with a multitude of qualifying and explanatory clauses; and the reader is lost in a maze, from which he has great difficulty in extricating himself.

Meiklejohn  ends his introduction by stating:

If the present translation contributes in the least to the advancement of scientific cultivation, if it aids in the formation of habits of severer and more profound thought, the translator will consider himself well compensated for his arduous and long protracted labours.
 

We do not know whether he was otherwise compensated; it is likely it was based on a fee rather than royalty payments. Whether these earnings were enough to sustain him during his immediate post-university years is doubtful. What is clear is that his translation has stood the test of time, as a new edition in 1993 was still essentially based on Meiklejohn’s translation, though it does not include his translators introduction.
  He was 25 years of age when it was published in 1855, no mean feat.  

Meiklejohn, Schoolmaster-Educationalist

It was six years after his leaving university before his translation was published. As his obituary notice in the St Andrews Citizen states, some time elapsed before he obtained a settled position. What this settled position was, is not immediately evident. The Dictionary of National Biography article written by J. E. G. de Montmorency, avers that he became a private schoolmaster, first in the Lake District, then in Orme Square and York Place in London. I have been unable to find the Lake District school, but in the 1861 Census he is recorded as running a boarding school in Bowdon, near Altringham in Cheshire, with the help of an assistant master, a housekeeper, a housemaid, and a waitress. There were eight boarders; there probably also some day boys, but this is not recorded in the census. A letter to Meiklejohn from the Assistant Secretary of the Manchester Royal Institution indicates he was in Bowdon as early as 1858.

It was during his Bowdon college days that he wrote his first textbook, or schoolbook as they were known. It was An Easy Grammar For Beginners, in fact four books part of the Herbert series of short books.
 The publishers, Simpkin, Marshall, & Co then had an office in Manchester. The books are indeed short, Book the Third was 60 pages long. A theme which was to recur in many of his writings on English teaching and introduced in these books is that to understand the way a language works, one needs to understand its evolution, for example, that the ways in which plurals are formed in English reflects the inheritance from the Celtic, Latin, Anglo-Saxon, and French languages. The exercises at the end of the Book the Third are attributed to James D. Meiklejohn of Eccles in Lancashire who I suspect was John’s brother. James Meiklejohn is mentioned again in 1872 when he signed a contract to publish schoolbooks together with John and one John Daniel Morell, a school inspector.

The story of the English language is one which fascinated Meiklejohn and he was to return to it many times during his career, publishing papers on the problem of learning to read, on teaching English, on grammar and literature as well as producing schoolbooks on these topics. An Easy English Grammar for Beginners was reviewed favourably in The Educational Times, the organ of the College of Preceptors, a body founded in 1846 with the aim of raising the standard of teaching. He was to be closely associated with the College when he came to live in London and later when he returned to Scotland to take up the Chair of Education at St Andrews.

In 1864 he became a war correspondent during the Danish-German war over the ownership of Schleswig-Holstein and was briefly imprisoned by the Danes who thought he was a spy. Later he travelled to Russia where he was also imprisoned as a Jew, but again soon released.
  What induced him to become a war correspondent we shall probably never know, but his knowledge of German made him a useful recruit. The archivist at The Times newspaper was able to establish that he was not working for that organ.
 What happened to his school when he was on the continent? One can only presume that the assistant master must have deputised for him. 

On his return to England he must have decided to settle down for on the 22 December 1864 he married Jane Cussans who was then resident in Islington. Jane joined John in Bowdon where their first two children were born, Max in 1865 and Paul in 1867. However, a year later when Dorothy was born they were living in the Hammersmith district in London.  From then onwards he began writing and editing a series of papers and books, the flow of which did not stop with his death in 1902, as his son Max was to take over the mantle of his father. In 1868 he published the text of a lecture he gave to the College of Preceptors called What is, and may be meant by teaching English
 which is an exposition of his views on the subject and a justification of his An Easy English Grammar (significantly this paper is published by the same firm which published the schoolbooks). He feels that pupils should be able to expresses themselves adequately in their own tongue before undertaking the study of Latin or Greek, which is interesting from someone who excelled in classical studies at university.

His next foray into the teaching of English was The English Method of Teaching to Read (1869)
 which he co-authored with Adolf Sonnenschein, a manual purporting to introduce children to reading by starting with a simple consonant and vowel, eg ba, be, bi, bo, etc., and gradually building up more complex patterns.  Reviews were not enamoured by the method, but the book appears to have been successful, it was reprinted 18 times and was still in print in 1908. Again Meiklejohn appears to have given the sales of this book a fillip by reading a paper with the same title at a meeting of the College of Preceptors in January 1870. In the same year he wrote a pamphlet called The Fundamental Error in the Revised Code with Special Reference to the Problem of Teaching to Read
 in which he used the topical issue of Robert Lowe’s Revised Code to boost his system of learning to read.

However, the teaching of English was not his only interest. In March 1869 he gave a lecture at the College of Preceptors On the Best and Worst Methods of Teaching Geography, subsequently also published as a pamphlet.
  Of the 21 pages of the pamphlet, he spends 14 pages castigating the textbooks of the Rev. Alexander Mackay, who apparently had a good share of the market, but concentrated on a mass of inconsequential information. His positive suggestions for teachers are sound enough, the essence of which is that teaching pupils to think about relationships is far more important than learning factual information. In this case he was ahead of his geography textbooks; he did not start publishing geography readers until 1881 and his A New Geography by the Comparative Method did not come out until 1889.

In the same year, 1869, Meiklejohn wrote a pamphlet which suggested dividing up London or any large city into grid squares, the  side of each square being a quarter of a mile long.
  The Thames is used as a dividing line between the squares on the north side and those on the south side, and each square is labelled with a number and a letter, the suffix ‘n’ being used for squares north of the Thames and ‘s’ for those to the south. He makes the point that for postal purposes, all that would be required on an address was a name, the street and number, and the letters of the grid square in which the address was located. He also suggests that the limits to each square be marked physically on lamp posts or buildings to help people find a place. 

This may well be the first time that postal coding was mooted, but although he suggested that people should write to him at 2 Plowden Buildings, Middle Temple, to give their views on the scheme, there is no evidence that his idea was ever taken up by the Post Office or any other authority. Britain had to wait until well into the second half of the 20th century before a similar but nationwide system was adopted. Meiklejohn’s system suffered the fate of many ideas whose time had not come.

By November 1870 when his third son Matthew Fontaine Maury was born, the Meiklejohn family had relocated themselves to a no doubt grander house called Elleray, in Atkins Road, Clapham Park, in south London. On the birth certificate, Meiklejohn is described a ‘student at law’. He may have decided that the law might provide a good income, though there is no indication that he ever qualified or practised. But this may explain why he had asked people to get in touch with him over his pamphlet, at the Middle Temple. In the 1871 Census of Population return, his household consists of 14 people: John (40) and his wife Jane (29), four children aged between 5 years and 4 months, Jane’s sister Annie, an assistant governess, a nurse, a cook, a housemaid, and 3 pupils aged 13, 15 and 16 respectively, one of whom came from Todmorden in Lancashire and the two from Scotland. This suggests that his income must have been more than adequate, though it is doubtful that the one schoolbook that he had published so far was the main source of this income.  In July 1872 when his second daughter Lucy Anderson was born he was still living at Elleray, though his occupation was no longer given as student at law, but simply Master of Arts, so perhaps he had given up the law. 

In that same year he wrote an article on the teaching of German
. It appears to be based on his experiences in teaching German to a beginners’ class in which he based his method on a schoolbook by Nasmith
 published in the same year.

The question arises as to where he taught that class of beginners, as apparently there were 21 pupils, unless he managed to squeeze these as day scholars into Elleray. The mystery is further compounded when in the same year on 10 April, he gave a lecture at the College of Preceptors called Education in Profundis.
  This lecture was about teacher training, but in it he mentions the fact that he had been inspecting schools in Plumstead. He could not have been an H M I as this was a full-time occupation, but he might have been an assistant inspector, since HMIs were overworked. This seems to suggest that he was undertaking a variety of occupations at that time: writing pamphlets, teaching pupils, inspecting schools, and giving lectures. A year later he was again lecturing at the College of Preceptors this time on the teaching of English Literature.

When his fourth son Hilary Arnold was born in March 1874, Meiklejohn’s address is given as 11 Orme Square, Bayswater, but his occupation is still described as Master of Arts. However, when his fifth son Hugh Barnard was born in September 1875 at the same address, Meiklejohn is then described as a schoolmaster. When eventually he left London in 1876, we know that he sold the goodwill of a school he ran in Orme Square to Robert Quick, a former Harrow schoolmaster who was a graduate in mathematics from Cambridge University. It is not clear when he started this school or indeed how he ran it, because in 1874
 he accepted to become an Assistant Commissioner for the Enquiry into the Endowed Schools of Scotland. In the Introduction to the Third Report of the Royal Commissioners, it is stated

: 

The Endowments in the large towns of Edinburgh, Glasgow, Dundee and Aberdeen, will be found tabulated apart, as they were on a scale which justified separate investigation and treatment. To complete our information with respect to these, as well as to supplement the evidence before us on Endowments generally by the result of personal inquiry, we had the services of Mr J. M. D. Meiklejohn, as Assistant Commissioner.

Meiklejohn’s investigations into Scottish schools led him independently of the Royal Commission to write a letter to Archibald Gray Macdonald, Preceptor to the Incorporation of Hutchison’s Hospital in the City of Glasgow, making recommendations for the development of secondary education in Glasgow.
 Essentially he suggested that schools should be public in every sense of that term, with their results available to parents and the community; that courses should be well organized and compulsory with some options in the later stages; promotion from one stage to another should be based on attainment; that fee-paying pupils and others should be taught in the same classes; that there should be twice-yearly examinations, but that these should test the ability of pupils to apply in new situations the ideas and techniques they had learnt. 

One can see that for 1875 he had relatively progressive ideas on education and was trying to edge the authorities towards a more meritocratic society. An astonishing feature of his life at this time is that he managed to fight a parliamentary election for the Liberal party in Dundee. There were five candidates and he came fourth in the polls.

In September 1875, he was elected a Member of the College of Preceptors and the following month was further elected to the Council of that body.
  In fact, he only attended two meetings of the Council as in 1876 he had to move to Scotland following his appointment to the Chair of Education at St Andrews University.

Professor of Education, author, and publisher

Dr Andrew Bell who had introduced the monitorial system of teaching in elementary schools, had left a considerable sum of money in his will for the development of elementary education in Scotland. With the passage of the Education (Scotland) Act of 1872, these funds were released for other purposes. The trustees of Dr Bell’s will granted £6000 to Edinburgh University and £4000 to St Andrews for the creation of chairs of education. It is not clear how the appointment of Meiklejohn to the chair at St Andrews was made, but according to the records at the University of St Andrews, at a meeting of the Senatus on 23 March 1876, a letter was read from Mr Cook on behalf of the Trustees ‘intimating that the presentation to the Chair of Education in the University of St Andrews had been offered to Mr Meiklejohn and accepted by him’.
  It seems that Meikljohn did not start teaching at St Andrews until the autumn of 1876 as he was committed to running a course for the College of Preceptors in the summer term of that year.

Although £4000 was, in 1876, a considerable sum of money, it only provided a modest income, according to Meiklejohn’s later testimony, £350 a year.
  He was willing to accept this because his teaching load was light, and presumably because he could increase his income from other sources.  Indeed that is what he set about doing.  Although he wrote a number of learned papers while at St Andrews, the bulk of his output was in the field of textbooks, a field he had already begun to cultivate when he was in Bowdon. He linked up first with the Edinburgh publisher W. R. Chambers to edit a series of readers for elementary schools. These were based on the requirements of the Revised Code and each reader corresponded to the six standards in which elementary schools were divided. They were arranged from very simple stories and poems in Book I to more complex literature in Book VI. Certain themes were inserted in each book, for example Book II used the theme of Nature, whilst in Book IV Temperance figured strongly.
  With the same publisher he edited a series of Shakespeare’s plays. These were designed on a standard format: an Introduction by Meiklejohn of six pages or so; the play; the Notes which explain words and phrases no longer current in English, and finally Examination Papers based on those devised by the Civil Service Commission and other examination bodies.
 There is in each book a Plan of Study for ‘Perfect Possession’:

To attain to the standard of ‘Perfect Possession’, the reader ought to have an intimate and ready knowledge of the following parts of the subject :

1. The Plot and Story of the Play

(a) The general plot

(b) The special incidents.

2. The Characters: Ability to give a connected account of all that is done and most of what is said by each character in the play.

3. The Influence And Interplay Of The Characters Upon Each Other.

(a) Relation of A to B and of B to A

(b) Relation of A to C and D

4. Complete Possession Of The Language.

(a) Meaning of words;

(b) Use of old words, or of words in an old meaning;

(c) Grammar;

(d) Ability to quote lines to illustrate a grammatical point.

5. Power To Reproduce Or Quote.

(a) What was said by A or B on a particular occasion;

(b)  What was said b A in reply to B;

(c)  What argument was used by C at a particular juncture;

(d)  To quote a line in instance of an idiom or a peculiar meaning.

6. Power To Locate.

(a) To attribute a line or statement to a certain person on a certain occasion;

(b) To cap a line;

(c) To fill in the right word or epithet.

The student ought, first of all, to read the play as a pleasure; then to read it over again, with his mind upon the characters and the plot; and lastly, to read it for the meanings, grammar, &c.

With the help of the above scheme, he can easily draw up for himself short examination papers (1) on each scene; (2) on each act; (3) on the whole play.

No doubt this ‘Perfect Possession’ is a counsel of perfection which few students were able to follow to the letter. Reviews of Julius Caesar and The Merchant of Venice were at best lukewarm.

In the previous year 1878, the British Museum received a copy of another edited book by Meiklejohn, this time on history.
 This is a book that starts with the Romans and ends with the reign of Victoria; it has no preface nor any indication as to its putative readership, consists of 348 pages of close print, and is in my view indigestible. It is difficult to reconcile Meiklejohn the progressive educationist with this fact-grinding book.

In the meantime he continued to produce papers, the first of which was his inaugural address at St Andrews.
  It would take too long to give even a résumé of his lecture, suffice it to state that since the chair was of the Theory, History and Practice of Education, it covered a much wider field than is normal today when professors of education tend to specialize in particular aspects of the subject such as philosophy of education or curriculum theory. It manifested his erudition and his knowledge of Latin and German. In 1879 he published a paper on teacher training which outlined his views on what theoretical elements should be contained in the course (psychology, physiology, ethics, history of education) and how teaching practice should be organized (observation and practice in a range of schools).
 Also in 1879, the year his third daughter, Anne-Isabel Marjory was born, he examined pedagogical issues in a thoughtful piece entitled The Teaching of Little Boys.
  In 1881 he read a paper at the Meeting of the Fife and Kinross Association of Teachers, simply called The New Education
 which is mainly about Fröbel’s ideas on education.

Also in 1881 his first book was published which may be considered a contribution to the history of education, namely An Old Educational Reformer: Dr Andrew Bell.
  In spite of Bell’s legacy having been used to fund the chair which he held, Meiklejohn is none too complimentary about Bell or his system of education. This is characteristic of Meiklejohn; he is never afraid of attacking ideas or people if he disagrees with them.

Eighteen eighty one also saw the publication of three Geographical Readers
 which appeared to be the continuation of his collaboration with the publisher W. R. Chambers, but this time the mark of his pedagogical ideas is much more evident. 

The purpose of this little book is to interest children in Geography, and to provide them with a small stock of knowledge which they will be desirous to increase.

The books are simply written and contain many maps and monochrome pictures. In a similar vein are the Historical Readers which are published by Blackwood and Sons in 1883.
  There is also Short Stories from the History of England which evokes incidents in history likely to catch the interest of children. With each of these books is associated a short 16 page Home-lesson book enabling the pupil to deepen his or her understanding of the historical issues involved.

Meiklejohn seems to have developed a strong working relationship with Blackwood & Sons. There is a voluminous correspondence with a Mr Henderson and a Mr Gibson kept in the Archives of the National Library of Scotland, which show Meiklejohn pushing for the development of various books in the Blackwood’s Educational Series. He frequently met and dined with Henderson in Edinburgh or St Andrews during which they discussed various editorial matters and occasionally financial ones. And indeed from 1883 onwards there flows a veritable torrent of schoolbooks for elementary schools edited or written by Meiklejohn: The Geographical Primer Standard I;  First Geographical Reader Standard II;  Second Geographical Reader Standard III; Third Geographical Reader Standard IV; Fourth Geographical Reader Standard V; all published in 1883. The Fifth Geographical Reader Standard VI; Sixth Geographical Reader Standard VII were published in 1884. Then in 1885 came The Fourth Standard Reader; The Fifth Standard Reader; The Golden Primer Parts I, II which were attractively printed with coloured pictures. He then edited some books for the secondary age range such as Algebra for Beginners. It is clear from his letters to Henderson that he spoke at many teachers’ conferences, met up with inspectors and those in charge of Boards of Education in numerous towns, and did much to promote the cause of education in general and his textbooks in particular, whilst decrying those written by others. In an address to an educational congress held in Dundee he stated no doubt not too seriously:

That the government should hire a wide open space, like Salisbury Plain or Culloden Moor, buy up all the school-books that are in use at the present time, transport them all to this wide open space, build there an immense funeral pyre – with open passages for air – compel all writers of school-books to ascend the pyre at the point of a bayonet, set fire to the construction on every side, and consume the entire holocaust – book writers and books.

He did not however, write exclusively for Blackwoods. The Canterbury Tales: Prologue 41 was published by Chambers as were Chambers English Readers Books I to VI, and The Problem of Teaching to Read, Re- stated and Attempting to be solved,42  whilst The English Language, its Grammar, History and Literature 43 is published by a new publisher, Alfred M. Holden . In 1889 he returned to geography and there came out two textbooks, of which the New Geography was to be very successful.44  By the time of Meiklejohn’s death in 1902 there had been 24 editions; however he did not neglecting likely earners as The Spelling List.45 The New Geography was a definite improvement on many existing textbooks, though as the correspondence in the Journal of Education  shows it had its inaccuracies.46
Meikljohn’s output continued unabated throughout the 1890s, often producing shortened versions of his already published works, for example A Short Grammar of the English Tongue and Outlines of the History of England and Great Britain BC55 to AD 1890.47  He also begins to dedicate his books to influential people. His The British Empire48 is dedicated to Sir William Hart Dyke, Vice-President of the Committee of Council in Education. It was also the occasion of his giving a lecture on that subject at the College of Preceptors.49 He continued his enterprising career by editing Bartholomew’s The Comparative Atlas, Physical and Political in 1898, by writing The Art of Writing English,50 dedicated to Sir George Kekewich KCB, Secretary to the Education Department, and by drafting his last major work, English Literature: a New History and Survey from Saxon Times to the Death of Tennyson which was published posthumously in 1904.51  If this is a textbook, it is hardly a schoolbook with its 650 pages of the detailed history of works of literature.

Envoi

It is difficult to do justice to the career of this very able and driven teacher. In many ways he was a typical Victorian, energetic, keen to succeed, conscious of the need to provide for his large family, networking with people he thought might be influential. At the same time he was unconventional in his approach to education, rejecting the Classics as a basis for grammatical teaching and promoting the teaching of newer subjects such as geography, history and the natural sciences, though in the latter case he did not produce textbooks in this field. Like T. H. Huxley he did not eschew controversy, but seemed to relish intellectual battles, as is evident in the pages of the Journal of Education and of The Educational Times. His phenomenal production of textbooks once he was ensconced in the Chair of Education at St Andrews, meant that his production of learned papers and books was more limited and one of his books52  shows every sign of having been put together in a great hurry. The textbooks themselves were a definite improvement on those he wanted to put on a funeral pyre with their authors, but I would not class most of them as revolutionary. He was too aware of the need for sales to produce books that would have no market. Yet he did not die a rich man, his estate amounting to £2013. 2s. 6d.     He was remembered by his colleagues at the College of Preceptors as one with an impressive personality, an eloquent exposition and ringing voice, and with rhetorical gifts.53 
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