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 Upon getting off the Underground at the Highgate station, one immediately notices the 

affluence of the area. It is a sort of quiet elitism, seen through an abundance of luxury cars and 

million-pound homes. After exploring other parts of the area and researching its background, it 

became apparent that this elitism could be applied to nearly every part of the neighborhood, in both 

visible and invisible ways. One of the more invisible ways that elitism and wealth play a role in the 

neighborhood is in Highgate’s educational apparatus. One of the things that you will notice when 

walking around Highgate is that there are a lot of schools, most of them gated and walled-off. Upon 

doing further research, it becomes clear that this was not always the case. Highgate was not always a 

bastion of upper-class education and elitism. A shift occurred sometime during the nineteenth 

century, during which Highgate schools were transformed from simple village schools to some of the 

most prestigious schools in all of London. This shift mirrors a similar shift that occurred in Highgate 

as a whole. A shift from a small village outpost on the edge of London to a part of London that 

framed itself as elite and exclusive.  

 To understand the role of education in the history of Highgate, it is necessary to have a base 

knowledge of the general history of the place. The area that is now Highgate started as the hunting 

lodge of the Bishop of London. In 1386, the Bishop allowed a road to be built through his land. This 

consent was contingent on there being a toll for all vehicles that passed over the road. A gate was 

built at the top of his property to collect this toll. Combined with the locality’s high altitude, at least 

when compared with greater London, this gives us the name Highgate. By the fifteenth century, this 

road had become a major route on the way from London to the north. Due to frequent travelers, 

businesses began to pop up along the route, including inns, taverns, and shops. This naturally led to 

an increase in the population, mostly made up of working-class people such as laundresses, tavern 

keepers, and shopkeepers. Throughout the seventeenth, eighteenth, and nineteenth centuries, the 

people who inhabited Highgate started to change. A large influx of residents during this time came to 

the area because Highgate was known to have clean air and water unlike most parts of central 
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London.  Indeed, one nineteenth-century writer wrote that “few of London’s suburban hamlets can 1

boast air so fresh and salubrious, views so extensive, or rural walks so diversified and pleasing.”  In 2

an era when health and wellness were associated with clean air and fresh smells, Highgate was an 

attractive locale. The neighborhood gradually welcomed more and more wealthy residents and by the 

late nineteenth century, the neighborhood was almost exclusively composed of the wealthy. 

Consequently, it was around this time that Highgate ceased to be a local village and was officially 

incorporated into the city of London. Throughout the twentieth century and now into the twenty-first, 

Highgate has continued to grow in both wealth and prestige. It is now one of the wealthiest areas of 

London and one of the most coveted areas to live in.   3

 The sixteenth and seventeenth centuries was the time during which education initially 

flourished in Highgate. As mentioned briefly above, the Highgate of the sixteenth century was very 

different than the Highgate that would later come to exemplify exclusivity and elitism. At this point, 

the area was almost exclusively working class. As a result, there was a significant amount of poverty 

in the area, and a large number of poor children. To remedy this, Roger Cholmeley requested and 

received a patent from Queen Elizabeth in 1565 to establish a grammar school “for the education of 

poor boys living in [Highgate] and neighboring parts.”  After several years of work, the Highgate 4

Grammar School was finally completed in 1578.  In addition to the school buildings, a chapel was 5

built, to be used as both an educational facility for the students and a worship space for Highgate 

  A.P. Baggs, Diane Bolton, M.A. Hicks, and R.B. Pugh, “Hornsey, including Highgate: Education,” in A 1

History of the County of Middlesex: Volume 6, Friern Barnet, Finchley, Hornsey with Highgate (London, UK: 
Victoria County History, 1980).

  “A Day at Highgate,” The Mirror of Literature, Amusement, and Instruction 1, no. 25 (June 1846): 386. 2

  Baggs.3

  Ancel Monroe Stowe, English Grammar Schools in the Reign of Queen Elizabeth (New York, NY: 4

Columbia University, 1908), 127.; “Copies of the Letters Patent, the Bishop of London’s and Sir Roger Cholmeley’s 
Grants, and the Original Ordinances, Evidencing the Foundation of Sir Roger Cholmeley’s Free Grammar School at 
Highgate, and Referred to in a Bill Now Pending in Parliament,” (Pownall and Fairthorne, 1822), 3.  https://www-
jstor-org.ezproxy.lib.davidson.edu/stable/60212447.

  The Highgate Grammar School is also referred to as the Highgate School and the Cholmeley School in 5

various sources. It is unclear what the school was actually named in the sixteenth century, but I refer to it here as the 
Highgate Grammar School to distinguish between this early version and its later iteration, the Highgate School. 
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residents.  Indeed, the minister of the chapel was also the schoolmaster, indicating the inherent tie 6

between schooling and religion in Highgate and England more broadly. The establishment of the 

Highgate Grammar School fit into the larger English “movement for the formal schooling of males, 

whether or not they were destined for a career in the church,” which could consist of “classical 

education,… ‘commercial’ education or an education ‘in modern subjects,’…[or] little more than 

instruction in basic literacy and numeracy.”  While the specific curriculum of the Highgate Grammar 7

School is not known, it would likely have been basic and intended to help the boys in their working-

class lives. In other words, education at this point was more about practicality than about social 

mobility, at least for the working-class residents of Highgate. Following its inception, the Highgate 

Grammar School was a middling school that “never acquired a high reputation.”  This fact would 8

come to change in the nineteenth century.  

 In addition to schools funded by individual benefactors, charity and subscription schools 

flourished in seventeenth-century England. An example of this in Highgate was the Ladies’ Charity 

School.  This school was founded sometime between 1650 and 1685 and was the principal endeavor 9

of William Blake, a merchant who “set on foot a scheme for establishing an hospital at Highgate, for 

the education and maintenance of about forty fatherless boys and girls.”  He did this by purchasing 10

Dorchester House, the former residence of a noble family. Blake spent nearly his entire fortune with 

the purchase of the building and could not individually support the school. To remedy this, Blake 

“asked some noble ladies and rich merchants’ wives to contribute to the first year’s costs.”  This was 11

not an uncommon tactic in the era, as schools often “received backing from private donations, public 

  James Thorne, Handbook to the Environs of London (London, UK: John Murray Company, 1876), 347.6

  Rosemary O’Day, “Social Change in the History of Education: Perspectives on the Emergence of Learned 7

Professions in England, c. 1500-1800,” History of Education 36, no. 4-5 (September 2007): 410. 

  Thorne, 348. 8

  This school is referred to as the Ladies’ Charity School or the Ladies Hospital (with variations on the 9

spelling of ladies), as well as Blake’s Orphanage. I refer to it as the Ladies’ Charity School because I am examining 
the school as an educational institution as opposed to an orphanage. 

  Frederick Prickett, The History and Antiquities of Highgate, Middlesex (Highgate, UK: Frederick 10

Prickett, 1842), 53-54. 

  Baggs.11
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subscription funds and philanthropic foundations.”  David Reid, a modern educational scholar of 12

Victorian England, wrote that: “Enthusiasm for expanding educational opportunities to all classes of 

society reflected optimism regarding the benefits of education and the growing conviction that 

education… would help solve problems associated with poverty.”  Due to the reference to fatherless 13

children, we can assume that the Ladies Charity School was meant to provide a working education, 

or the skills the boys and girls would need for their future employment. This assumption is backed up 

by the accounts of the school’s curriculum: “The boys were to be taught the art of painting, 

gardening, casting accounts, and navigation, or put forth to some good handicraft trade. The girls 

were to learn to read, write, sew, starch, raise paste, and make dresses, so as to be fit for any good 

service.”  This working education again suggests the working class nature of Highgate at the time of 14

the Ladies Charity School’s operation. Unfortunately, Blake found “charity much colder than he 

expected… [and] for some time his generous establishment struggled on.”  The ultimate fate of the 15

Charity School is not altogether clear. Some sources claim that the institution shuddered around 

1688.  Others write that the school continued to operate in Highgate into the eighteenth century but 16

ultimately relocated to central London sometime during this century.  Regardless of the truth, it is 17

true that the Charity School was only in Highgate for a short period spanning the sixteenth and 

seventeenth centuries. This was not uncommon for schools that relied on philanthropy to function, as 

there was a unique life cycle for these schools: “all academies went through two stages, namely 

‘foundation’ and ‘maintenance.’ Whether or not an academy experienced two [other] stages – 

‘transition’ and ‘dissolution’ – depended on… the financial strength of an academy and the reliability 

  David Reid, “Education as a philanthropic enterprise: the dissenting academies of eighteenth-century 12

England,” History of Education 39, no. 3 (August 2009): 299. 

  Reid, 299. 13

  William Howitt, The Northern Heights of London; Or, Historical Associations of Hampstead, Highgate, 14

Muswell Hill, Hornsey, and Islington (London, UK: Longmans, Green & Co., 1869), 395-396. 

  Howitt, 396. 15

  Ibid. 16

   “Ladies' Charity School, London,” childrenshomes.org.uk, accessed April 23, 2020, http://17

www.childrenshomes.org.uk/LondonLadiesCharity/?LMCL=lhnBbu. 
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of its principal supporters.”  In this case, the school could not solely rely on charity and had to either 18

transition out of Highgate or close.  

 The eighteenth century seems to have been a quiet period in the realm of education in 

Highgate. There was one documented school started in 1719 and named the Highgate Girls’ Charity 

School. This free school only accepted female students, an anomaly in its day, and was fairly small, 

with twenty-four girls initially. The curriculum involved “reading, writing, arithmetic and plain 

work,” underscoring its similar nature to other charity schools of the time.  In England as a whole, 19

the burgeoning industrial revolution began to affect the educational values and aims of the country 

and many people started to “believe in the value of an industrial component for the education of 

middle-class boys and girls.”  This educational strategy continued the trend of the working schools 20

mentioned above, in which practical skills were taught in schools instead of a classical education. In 

addition to schools, other educational institutions began to form in the seventeenth century, including 

historical and intellectual societies. Local clerics, who were often highly educated and interested in 

local history, flourished in these societies, which provided an “inclusive community that included 

members from trade and industry as well as from the landed elite.”  A few of these societies would 21

pop up in Highgate in the early nineteenth century, no doubt building on the seventeenth-century 

trend.  

 The nineteenth century was a revolutionary era for Highgate in terms of both education and 

population. The Highgate Grammar School, mentioned above, had maintained its mediocrity 

throughout the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. It was seen as a good school for working-class 

children but certainly did not cater to the elite of London. This all changed, however, in the early-to-

mid nineteenth century: “In 1824 [the school] was remodeled; under the mastership of Dr. J. Bradley 

Dyne, it was greatly raised in character, and at his retirement in 1873 was in a more prosperous state 

  Reid, 299. 18

  Baggs. 19

  Malcolm Dick, “Discourses for the new industrial world: industrialisation and the education of the public 20

in late eighteenth-century Britain,” History of Education 37, no. 4 (July 2008): 582.

  S.J. Speight, “A Gentlemanly Pastime: Antiquarianism, Adult Education and the Clergy in England, c. 21

1750-1960,” History of Education 40, no. 2 (March 2011): 143. 
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than at any previous period.”  During the span of nearly fifty years, the school was completely 22

reshaped. In 1865, on the three hundredth anniversary of the founding of Highgate Grammar School, 

all school buildings were demolished and new structures were built, resulting in a “handsome Gothic 

structure of red brick, with stone dressings, and has attached to it a handsome chapel in a similar 

style of architecture, and a spacious library, school-room, and class-rooms.”  At some unknown 23

point, likely around this time of redesign, the name of the Highgate Grammar School was shortened 

to simply the Highgate School. Additionally, the school grew massively during Dr. Dyne’s tenure: 

“the numbers increased from 18 to 160 boys.”  The growth of students could be at least partially 24

contributed to the addition of boarding students to the school, likely at some point in the early 

nineteenth century. However, the single-largest factor that contributed to the rise of the Highgate 

School from what was essentially a village school to a prestigious institution was the beginning of 

tuition fees in 1830. In that year, the Highgate School became a ‘public’ school (what Americans 

would call a private school) and entered the ranks of the prestigious, high-class British schools. This 

distinction gave the school a notable boost in both finances and reputation. As one local historian 

wrote: “the [Highgate School] has an endowment which gives it the advantage as a boarding-school 

over even the most richly endowed City public school, and which has probably greatly accelerated its 

rise.”  The transformation of the Highgate School into something radically different seemed to fit a 25

larger trend in British education: “The sterling, brick-built Board schools of late Victorian Britain 

stood out as landmarks, ubiquitous if still novel, across the cityscape… And as for the ragged 

patchwork of working-class private schools that had met episodic local demand for the basic skills of 

  Thorne, 348. 22

  George Walter Thornbury, Old and New London: A Narrative of its History, its People and its Places 23

(London, UK: Cassell & Company, 1880), 422.

  John H. Lloyd, The History Topography, and Antiquities of Highgate, in the County of Middlesex 24

(Highgate, UK: Highgate Literary and Scientific Institution, 1888), 149.

  Lloyd, 144-145. 25
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literacy, these simply disappeared, one by one.”  If the Highgate School was going to last, it had to 26

adjust to the more modern realities of British education.  

 The Highgate School was not the only educational expansion in Highgate in the nineteenth 

century. In general, schools seemed to pop up everywhere. By 1832, Highgate had a total of 19 

private schools, a rise from 12 schools in 1836. While this may sound like an extremely large number 

of schools, most of these schools closed after less than a century. Two examples are Oakfield, which 

opened in 1859 and closed in 1933, and St Mary’s Ladies’ Day-School, which was opened in 1886 

and shuttered in 1961.  This trend suggests that the nineteenth century was a unique period of 27

Highgate education that came to an end upon the development of the British state school system, 

which is discussed briefly below. The Channing School offers a rare exception to this trend in 

Highgate. Founded in 1885 as a school for the daughters of Unitarian ministers, the Channing School 

experienced rapid growth in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, growing from an 

original group of six girls in 1885 to a total of 125 by 1925.  Similar to the Highgate School, the 28

Channing School offered the opportunity for students to board at the school, extending the ability of 

children from central London or elsewhere to attend. Unlike other schools, the Channing School 

continued to grow throughout the nineteenth and twentieth centuries and remains a prominent and 

exclusive school in the neighborhood.  

 The twentieth century was a time of growth and prosperity for both the Highgate School and 

the Channing School. Both schools continued to attract more students and more prestige. In more 

broad terms, education in England started to shift to a state-sponsored system, meaning that the 

government ultimately provided a guarantee of free education for every child. This guarantee 

increased the divide between state-sponsored schools and the public-private schools that were 

popular with the ruling class.  These public-private schools, including the Highgate School and the 29

  Philip Gardner, “’There and Not Seen’: E.B. Sargant and Educational Reform, 1884-1905,” History of 26

Education 33, no. 6 (May 2006): 612. 

  Baggs. 27

  Ibid. 28

  Stephen J. Ball, “Class Comprehensives and Continuities: A Short History of English Education Policy,” 29

in The Education Debate (Third Edition) (Bristol, UK: Bristol University Press, 2017), 69. 
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Channing School, grew in popularity with the wealthy and upper-class. An elitist mentality has also 

grown in these public-private schools, especially when combined with the general elitism of 

Highgate. This is exemplified by a comment made by Charles Clarke, a Highgate School graduate 

and the Education Secretary under Tony Blair’s government. In 2002, Clarke said: “I’d prefer to be 

operated on by an elite hospital consultant than by a second-rater… to be taught in schools by 

outstanding teachers rather than by timeservers.”  While this statement is not really inflammatory 30

when considered by itself, it shows the mentality of one former pupil of the Highgate School and fits 

into how Highgate conceptualizes itself: as an elite part of London that is different from other parts 

of the city.   

 Education in Highgate has spanned nearly all of the neighborhood’s history. From the 

founding of the Highgate Grammar School in the sixteenth century to the presence of elite private 

schools today, the transition has been stark and sometimes abrupt. Highgate conceptualizes this 

educational history as unique, which fits in with the conception of their history as a whole. In a 2015 

draft proposal, a Highgate community group wrote: “Highgate should grow and prosper as a united 

community across the artificial boundary between the London Boroughs of Camden and Haringey. It 

should be a vibrant place that protects its unique character and heritage, while embracing new ideas 

and beneficial change.”  Rather than a part of London that fits into and interacts with other parts of 31

the city, Highgate, in this statement, frames itself as different and special. This unique conception of 

itself dates back to the nineteenth century when the quality of the schools and the neighborhood 

dramatically improved very quickly. Not all people thought this ‘improvement’ was inherently good 

or right. A nineteenth-century historian wrote of the new and improved Highgate School that “as in 

all such schools, what was intended for the poor has been usurped by the rich, and so far from the 

children of the poor receiving any benefit from this substantial endowment, those of the respectable 

tradesmen of the place have been excluded by the pressure of wealth and the spirit of caste.”  These 32

  Tony Halpin, “Elitism is what we want, says Labour minister,” The Times, November 30, 2002. https://30

search-proquest-com.ezproxy.lib.davidson.edu/docview/318774352?accountid=10427. 

  Jane Wills, “Institution Building for Localist Futures,” in Locating Localism: Statecraft, Citizenship, and 31

Democracy (Bristol, UK: Bristol University Press, 2016), 151. 

  Howitt, 299. 32
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remarks on the ‘pressure of wealth’ and the ‘spirit of caste’ seem particularly prescient when we look 

at the modern Highgate, complete with elite private schools, luxury cars, and houses that cost 

millions of pounds.  

Appendix: 
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A drawing of the Ladies’ Charity School in Highgate. Dorchester house is shown in the 
background with other living spaces in the foreground. Source: British Museum, 

1700-1720
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The front gate of the Highgate School. Source: Daily Mail, 2017.

The Channing School – Senior School Building. Source: Ham 
& High Education, 2018.
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