To write the history of his school must surely be the most chastening experience a man can know; for, inevitably, as he thinks back to his schooldays he sets an avalanche of memories in motion.
As this sweeps down the slope of years it uncovers much that is beautiful, reveals much that was better buried, and lays bare a waste that is all too barren of achievement. It is a fortunate man who can look back on his life with the satis​faction that is born of hopes fulfilled and ambitions realized.
The history of a school is the record of the lives of its scholars. It is they who endow the bricks and mortar of the school buildings with the spirit which is tradition, and in return are stamped with the seal of the school, a mark which is seldom quite obliterated.
We shall be pardoned then if, in re​viewing the life of the Umtata High School, we make no great parade of facts, figures and dates, but concentrate more on the growth and character of those boys and girls who have passed through its corridors and classrooms each adding, be it ever so little, to the tradi​tion which is the spirit of the school.
The earliest mention we can find of the High School is in the "Occasional Register of Umtata," dated June, 1879. This contains a review of the activities of the Diocese of Independent Kaffraria, constituted a separate Diocese in 1873 with Bishop Callaway as first Bishop. "The country lies," says the "Register," "between Natal and the Cape Colony, and between the Indian Ocean and the Kathlamba (sic) Mountains." "It has an area of between 30,000 and 40,000 square miles and a coast line of 250 miles. The native inhabitants number about 600,000 —with about 2,000 Europeans."
One white man to 300 Natives! At a time when there were wars and rumours of wars going all around this little Euro​pean community,
Yet there was no lack of courage and of hope for the future in the minds of the founders of Umtata. They were there to stay, and made plans for the future. Further on in the review is a reference to "A High School for Boys."
The buildings of St. John's College were nearing completion and arrange​ments were made so that, "when com​pleted they would also provide temporary accommodation for the Boys' High School," the object of which was "to supply higher education to boys from all parts of Kaffraria." Then comes an in​teresting item. A Boys' Day School was opened, with very limited accommoda​tion, about July, 1877.
"In March, 1878, it was moved into the room which had been built to serve as a printing office, and with the excep​tion of a short interval (during which that room, having been blown down by a hurricane, was being rebuilt) the school has been carried on ever since." (This was written in 1879.)
Europeans and Natives were educated together, it seems, for in another num​ber there is a list of class awards in which European and Native names figure. At this time funds were being collected for the purpose of erecting a reading room and library for the township. When it was built it housed the school for a time.
.Provision was made too, for a High School for Girls, there being only an elementary school, "separated from the Boys' School in the end of 1877." It was held, "in the front room of a large hut."
Out of these small beginnings grew the Cathedral Grammar School which opened at Eagle House (previously a hotel) near the Mission. The headmaster was a Mr. Whyatt and he was assisted by Miss Gilmour who gave many years of her life to our school, and was and is known to hundreds of ex-pupils as "Gillieminkie," or "Gillie" for short. This must have been in the early eighties for there is a record of School Sports held in 1887 at which Mr. Arthur Strachan, we think, won the high jump.
Transferred later to the premises where Mr. C. W. Maker carries on business, the school moved on up the hill, spend​ing a time in the library building, and finding its permanent home on the present site. Here in 1894 or 1895 were built three classrooms and these became the Umtata Public School.
We can perhaps consider this as the establishment of the school's identity as we know it to-day, for proud scholars began to wear caps with U.P.S. em​broidered on them.
Let us look at those scholars who went to the new school. How funnily they were dressed. Small boys wore sailor jackets and knicker-bocker trousers, Eton collars and bow ties surmounted by the U.P.S. cap. The older boys wore knicker-bocker suits. Their games were many and varied. There were seasons for every​thing, marbles, tops, hoops, football, cricket, paper chases and so on. The school was on the outskirts of the town and the nearest building was the P.W.D. office.
The boys were the sons of missionaries, traders, administrative officials and mili​tary men—members of that fine corps the Cape Mounted Rifleman. They had in​herited the grit and hardihood of their pioneer parents who had established themselves in a barbarous country after much danger and hardship. They were, on the whole, older, class by class, than the scholars of to-day and a Matric class contained boys who fitly have been called men.
There was hardly one of them who had not at an early age learnt to ride a horse, shoot, and swim. Their active out​door lives perhaps militated against high scholastic achievements, but from their ranks came our member of Parliament, Mr. Payn, and a large number of magistrates, while all the processions have found themselves enriched by the inclusion of old U.P.S. boys.
Courage, grit and the determination to "get there" are the heritage left us by the old timers and "Above all Truth," the motto introduced by Mr. Atkinson on the little badge of a native shield with crossed assegais.
Such were the boys who assembled in the old school under the headmastership of Mr. Poston when it was first opened. Very little can be learnt of his predeces​sors, Mr. Webb and Mr. Halcross who filled the gap between Mr. Whyatt's days and the begming of the U.P.S.
Under Mr. Eason the next head, the school grew. He kept boarders at the old Eagle House where on Friday nights he used to entertain them with talks illus-strated by lantern slides. Mr. Cecil Heathcote remembers riding in from the farm to attend these gatherings.
Miss Gilmour was, of course, still with the school, with standards one, two and three under her care, and holding her own in spite of her diminutive stature. About this time came Mr. Atkinson as assistant master, who did a great deal for the school in the direction of sport, built up a fine Cadet Corps, and instilled an excellent tone into the school. Mr. Otte followed Mr. Eason, to be in turn fol​lowed by Mr. Bain under whose head​ship the school expanded until in 1907 the existing three classrooms were added to, School House and its dormitories built, and a Drill Hall, Science Lab., and Woodwork Room erected.
We remember seeing the road in front of the school filled with groups of boys playing marbles or tops without interrup​tion from traffic except on one occasion when the Circuit Court Judge drove by in a carriage and pair from Mr. W. Lowry's house which used to be rented for his accommodation in Umtata.
A familar sight too was the arrival of the Post Cart each morning from Butter-worth. The driver always blew his bugle as he passed the school along Alexandra Road, beyond which was open veld. (Sportsmen used to shoot quail where the goods sheds stand to-day.)
Mr. Bain left us shortly after his new house had been completed and was folowed by a Mr. Cassells during whose time the school passed through a bad period. Mr. Atkinson had gone and "Gillie" soon followed him and a lot of the fine traditions of the school were for​gotten.
The Cadet Corps, which under Tommy Atkinson had won second prize in the Empire Challenge Shield shooting com​petition went downhill and the school generally suffered an eclipse. It was at about this time that the principle of a mixed school was adopted and the pro​cess of adaptation to new conditions in​terrupted the tread of the school's tra​dition. Then came Mr, Peter Smith to pull things together. Examination results improved and reached a high standard under his reign.
There was, however, another bad de​cline until, when Mr. Richardson first came, there were only 72 children at school and but one boarder.
The school was fortunate in its new head. A man of outstanding ability, a fine record in sport, and a thorough understanding of the genus schoolboy, he was not long in setting the school on its feet again. No High School pupil should forget what he and Mrs. Richard​son did for our school. Here figures speak 'most eloquently. During his command the attendance rose from 72 to over five-hundred, and the school was given an impetus that it will not lose for many a I long year, if ever.
And so we come to the present. There is a well built, well designed Hostel, a fine block of new classrooms, well equipped and the whole impresses one with the idea of a well-founded school in and around which there can flourish those qualities which have distinguished the descendants of the settlers in "Independent Kaffraria,"—courage, de​termination, and a fine sense of honour.
OLD BOY.
"Old Boy" feels that but scant justice has been done to a most interesting story, and would welcome any information that would make possible the compilation of a more complete record of the school. It is desirable that, before they are for​gotten, facts connected with the history of the school should be recorded, arid it it is to be hoped that the proposed forma​tion of an old boys' association may be of assistance in this direction.
