
The Earl had been right when he said the walk was a long one, and

Sam felt tired by the time they arrived at an old factory building with

a heavy wooden door. As Lord Shaftesbury produced a large key

from his pocket to let them in, Sam heard a distant church clock

strike one. The exhausted urchins filed into the gaslit hall and then

stood bewildered at the vision before them. For right there in the

room was a table groaning with food and drink; something none of

them had seen before. Behind the table stood a number of churchy-

looking ladies in flowered hats, ready to serve. And surprisingly, to

those used to the hunted life of the streets, they were not angry but

smiling and cheerful.

‘’Ere look at that, boys,’ Sam heard one of his companions shout,

‘I’ve never seen so much grub in all my life.’ 

The words began a stampede towards the food where the waifs

began cramming handfuls of bread and cake into their mouths. A

scrummage formed and a large jug of tea was knocked over.

‘That’s enough,’ a voice shouted over the din. ‘That’s quite
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enough, I will not stand for that kind of behaviour in here.’ Sam

took a long look at the Earl as he tried to calm the young vagrants.

Behind the stern exterior there seemed to lurk a great sadness, a

sadness that showed in the eyes. It had been the same with his

mother. There the inner unhappiness was untouched, even at family

Christmases. The hubbub died and the ragged children shifted

uneasily, then stood staring nervously at the commanding figure.

‘Right! Now that’s much better. You boys at the front, put that

food down this instant and come to the back. The rest of you go to

the table and form an orderly queue.’ Not knowing quite what to

make of the imposing stranger, the urchins mutely did as they were told.

A few minutes later, Sam and the others were sitting on benches

with bowls of soup in their hands, eating hungrily. Sam had never

seen his companions so subdued. As he ate, his eyes roamed the

room, taking in his surroundings. High up on the walls were notices

of some sort that the boy wished he could read. 

From the time he was five until about a year before she had died,

his mother had sent him to a dame school, where an old woman had

attempted to teach hordes of local children. Discipline had been

bad, and in any case his mother was too poor to send him every day,

but still he had managed to learn a little. Sunday School had taught

him a bit more but he wasn’t yet capable of reading printed notices.

As the waif sat there, his spirits lifted by the food before him, he

resolved that if ever he got the chance he would make sense of those

notices and learn to do everything that adults could do.

At the far end of the bare brick hall was an old fireplace and a

grate where a bright coal fire burned. Sam could feel the heat and

smell the smoke and he felt cheered. He hated the numbing cold of

the streets. Above the fireplace was a picture of a man in eastern

costume, standing by some sheep and Sam recognized him as Jesus.

Scattered about the room in various corners were stools and benches

clustered around blackboards. 

It was obvious, if you looked closely, that the place had been a

factory. There were dried patches of oil on the flagstones and a beam
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with machinery attached stuck out just below the ceiling. The walls

were clean and fresh but painted by volunteers rather than experts,

guessed Sam. 

‘Well, children, I trust that you’re enjoying your meal.’ It was

Lord Shaftesbury again. This time there was a smile behind the beard. 

‘Some of you may be wondering why you are here,’ he continued.

‘The fact is this place is a school but it is a special one. As you know,

in other schools, such as those run by the churches, your parents have

to pay’. At that a murmur of protest went up from the assembly but

the speaker silenced them by raising his hand. 

‘Yes, I know many of you don’t have parents or else you have

them but you no longer live with them and I’m truly sorry. But the

fact is that nobody has to pay for this school; you can all come here

for nothing. It is called a ragged school and I am speaking to you not

as a lord but as the President of the Ragged School Union. You see

we have many other schools similar to this, which, by the way, is

called Field Lane Ragged School and we are at a place called Holborn.’ 

‘If you want to attend here and learn your lessons, you are

welcome. However, I cannot force you and you are free to leave

whenever you please. If you want to sleep here because you have

nowhere else, there is a night shelter at the back of the building. That

is all I have to say for now, so I’ll bid you good night and place you

in the good hands of our headteacher, Mr White.’

Lord Shaftesbury took his top hat from the hook, shook Mr

White’s hand, waved to the children and was gone. 

Mr White was a short, middle-aged man with just a wisp of hair

brushed across the top of his head. ‘If you’d all like to come along

with me, I’ll show you where to sleep,’ he said. The raggle-taggle

band was led to a room at the back of the hall, where the floor was

covered in straw-filled mattresses. 

‘The boys can sleep in here and the three girls can have the small

room under the stairs. I’ll wake you in the morning and explain

about the school.’ Sam’s eyes closed as soon as he lay down and he

slept the sleep of exhaustion.
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