
A selection of reviews of Alec Waugh’s The Loom of Youth (1917) and 
Resentment Poems (1918) 

 
Liverpool Post, 1 May 1917 
We are privileged to live in a great and heroic time, and one of the wonders of this age is the generation of 
young writers who, in revolt, are determined to mould the future nearer to the heart’s desire. 
 
Daily Telegraph, 27 July 1917 
Mr Alec Waugh’s thesis – it absorbs his hero’s nature and is driven home remorselessly – would seem to be 
that the public school system contributed towards the crisis which England had to face in August 1914...  To 
what measure his cry for change will be answered depends on the capacity of the war to broaden the 
preceptorial horizon, and on the willingness of older men to accept this first-hand evidence of a boy. 
 
Daily News, 28 July 1917 
It might be described as a story written by a schoolboy for grownups. 
 
Evening News, 17 August 1917 
I hear that ‘The Loom of Youth’ – the novel of public school life by Alec Waugh, who was only seventeen 
when he wrote it – is selling like hot cakes in the days before the Food Controller.  The first edition was 
really exhausted before publication, the second is practically sold out, and the third is now in the press. 
 
Morning Post, 3 September 1917 
The factories of the character known as Public Schools must learn to make a more complete product, if 
they are to live through the crisis of Reconstruction which will come on us, as the war did, like a thief in the 
night.  But the god of athleticism must not be cast out altogether, even if it is necessary to reduce him to 
the status of a demi-god. 
 
Spectator, 4 September 1917 
If the adult reader were to take Gordon Caruthers too seriously, he would be disquiet.  But the father of 
sons will know perfectly well that Gordon and his friends, with all their idleness and cunning, their bad 
language and their fits of youthful depravity, are genuine boys with no great harm in them.  The war has, of 
course, by depleting the school staffs and calling away the older boys, played havoc with discipline in many 
a school.  Mr Waugh’s description of the wave of enthusiasm for the Cadet Corps that came in the autumn 
term of 1914, and the lassitude and boredom which followed all too soon, is extremely interesting.  We 
may doubt whether before the war, Gordon had quite so much liberty, and license. 
 
The Bookman, 4 September 1917 
‘The Larger View’ by Edwin Pugh: 
I should say that all the authors writing during the war, though they try to ignore the war in their writings 
are bound to take rather larger views than formerly.  For the first time in the lives of many of us we are 
made suddenly aware that humanity is one and indivisible, and that this world is not such a very big world 
after all. 
 
Journal of Education, 11 September 1917 
The Loom of Youth by ‘Head Master’: 
I do not know whether the educational world realises the real import of The Loom of Youth.  The Harrovians 
and Mr Perrins were neither of them very pleasant reading.  The Lanchester Tradition carried it off with a 
laugh.  The public were a little shocked, but as the authors of the first two were so far removed in time and 
the author of the last by position, they comforted themselves with the reflection that the perspective must 
have been disturbed.  But nobody doubts, or could doubt, the accuracy of The Loom of Youth.  Possibly 
personal animus may have exaggerated one or two portraits.  But even the victims themselves do not care 
to deny the truth of the picture as a whole....  And the worst of it is that Fernhurst is really in the van of the 



public schools, with a big reputation in the making, if not already made.  I cannot imagine any parent 
wishing to send his son there, if he happens to discover its identity.   And, a fortiori, will he wish to send 
him to any of the other great boarding schools?  In short, it is probable that a boy of eighteen has 
succeeded in doing what not Mr A.C.  Benson, nor Sir Oliver Lodge, nor the multifarious newspaper critics 
would ever have accomplished.  He has produced an absolutely unanswerable argument against the 
present methods of the public schools – unanswerable both as regards fact and reasoning.  Not patching, 
not even the inversion of the wartime, could ever put things right at Fernhurst – that is the conclusion 
which one is bound to come to after reading The Loom of Youth. 
 
Southport Guardian, 29 September 1917 
This is one of the most notable of first novels.  It is a book which all schoolmasters and social students 
should read.  It is the story of an English public school in the year 1915, written in two months by a 
gentleman-cadet at Sandhurst, aged 17, and dedicated by him to his father, the well-known literary critic, in 
one of the most touching yet most promising of letters...  The war has opened our eyes to many things, and 
one of the great problems of the new era of reconstruction is that of education; Mr Waugh’s wonderful 
book demands that in that day of reconstruction we shall reform our public school systems.  For in this 
book Young England, with passionate artistry, pleads for release from an enervating tradition; the new 
generation by the Divine Right of youth, demands that the Public Schools shall give them their chance. 
 
The Church Times, 5 October 1917 
Like many other institutions at the present day, the public schools are on their trial.  They have to defend 
themselves against the merciless criticism which insists that in these new days even those things which are 
time-honoured and old must prove their present worth or make way for something better.  Hitherto the 
storms of many controversies have broken fruitlessly against the walls of the public schools, and to all 
appearances they stand firm and erect as ever.  Many are found to assert that the war has proved their 
triumphant vindication, but there are others who shake their heads and say that while it is true enough that 
they have produced excellent subalterns – men of brilliant dash and pluck – yet that this is combined with 
intellectual deficiencies which go far to neutralise the other good qualities of the young officer. 
 
The Contemporary Review, December 1917 
Canon Edward Lyttelton [former headmaster of Eton] writes: No one in 1914 could have foreseen that with 
the war still raging in 1917 and a fabulous expenditure in full swing there would be found enough 
purchasers of a book like “The Loom of Youth” to run it through three editions tin three months.  It is an 
inexplicable phenomenon.  The book is written by a very young author, but the fact remains that it is 
uniformly dull, occasionally unpleasant, and, in my judgment at least, almost wholly untrue. 
 
Everyman, 15 December 1917 
‘The Real  Schoolmaster’ by E.E. Kirby: 
Few books of the year have attracted more notice than Alec Waugh’s “Loom of Youth.”... At a time when 
the Minister of Education eloquently reminds us of our debt to teachers, the impression likely to be created 
by the “Loom of Youth” is singularly unfortunate.  The most discussed question concerning it has been “Do 
schoolboys really use such dreadful language?”  The vital point really is “Do such mean as these educate 
our sons?”  Whatever Mr Waugh may say, there is only one answer.  Schoolmasters are distinguished by 
many idiosyncrasies, a result not to be avoided as long as they are discouraged from taking an active part in 
public affairs for nine months out of the twelve, and so long as they are expected to exhibit a perennial 
enthusiasm for games in preference to work. 
When Dr Johnson said “No man is a hypocrite in his amusements” he had no conception of a resident 
assistant schoolmaster.  Hypocrisy is almost forced on the many, and will continue while a percentage of 
headmasters prefer their staff to be nothing more than children of a larger growth.  Prolonged association 
with boys alone, coupled with the daily exercise of a mild form of despotism, is good for no man, and is 
bound to produce that blend of pedantry and didacticism embodied for many people in the word 
“teacher.”  These support their arguments with many useful words, with a nasty flavour more or less 
“Gradgrind,” occur to most, while the better read will gleefully quote Carlyle’s “mechanical gerund-
grinder.”  What is the truth?... Ask the Army, what it owes to schoolmasters during this war.  Inquire at 



military schools of instruction.  There you will find numbers of teachers raised to high rank – commissioned 
or non-commissioned – by sheer ability.  At a certain training camp in suburban London nearly half of the 
instructional staff is composed of schoolmasters – elementary or secondary.  Now boys may suffer the rule 
of eccentrics or incompetents, but the Army most emphatically will not. 
 
The Times Literary Supplement advertisement, n.d. [December 1917] 
Grant Richards writes: “The Loom of Youth” was first published on July 19, 1917; it has gone through six 
editions, the last, at the increased price of 6/- net, being no petty affair but of 3000 copies, and it is still 
being praised and abused.  Thus, in a letter to the Spectator, F. Dames Longworth, an assistant master at 
Charterhouse, calls it “pernicious stuff,” and one of his pupils, “a horrible book a morbid book, and obscene 
book”. ..  Anyhow, on that dull day which follows Boxing Day – a day so near his annual stock-taking that no 
bookseller wishes to add to his stock – I sold 454 copies.  The orders just dropped in unexpected-like.  I am 
preparing a new edition.  There will be two new books by Alec Waugh in 1918: his “Resentment: Poems” 
and a volume of short stories to be called, I think, “The Blessed Banners.” 
 
The Spectator, 5 January 1918 
Public Schools and the Navy.  To the Editor of the Spectator from ‘A Naval Officer’: 
Sir, Would you allow a “mere naval officer” a word in support of the much-abused Public School system of 
education?  Commenced in 1913, the special entry cadet system in the Navy has resulted in about three 
hundred and fifty Public School boys being entered to date, and they are now in the Fleet, serving alongside 
their contemporaries from Dartmouth.  If a Referendum of the senior officers of the Navy could be taken 
on the two systems of entry, I am quite sure that the result would be very gratifying to the “silent service” 
of Public School masters.  To use a seaman’s expression, I think the author of The Loom of Youth has made 
a bad landfall.  I am Sir, &c. A Naval Officer. 
 
The Spectator, January 1918 
To the Editor of the Spectator from Alec Waugh, B.E.F., France. 
Sir, Mr Jacob Epstein in his exhibition at the Leicester Galleries wrote on the front page of his catalogue, “I 
rest silent in my work,” and following this example, I have taken no part in the correspondence about the 
truth or falsity of The Loom of Youth, holding that if I could not make my meaning clear in a novel of over a 
hundred thousand words, a letter filling half-a-column would be of little value.  But the letter from Lord 
Dartmouth in your issue of December 20th seems to give expression to an attitude towards the war that is 
both dangerous and general. 
Your correspondent tells us that of the 384 boys who competed for the Ashburton Shield in 1914, 66 have 
been killed and 79 wounded.  This he calls “a pleasant picture,” on the strength of which the Public School 
system is vindicated.  Yet if statistics were published, the slums of the East End would show just as 
“splendid a record.”  And shall we because of that look on the squalor of poverty as an ideal state of being?  
During the last three years it is not institutions but men that have been justified.  Yet everywhere systems 
(that were before the war objects of criticism) are trying to cement their shaking walls with human blood.  
They are making “copy” out of the dead.  One can almost picture the manager of some big firm that owes 
its existence to sweated labour, after adding up the colossal profits of the last year, turning over the list of 
dead that made those profits possible.  “Good,” he will say, glad in his grey-haired security – “Good.  Before 
the war we had 509 employees under military age; 76 of them are dead and 143 wounded.  It’s a good 
average.  Far better than Jones’s.  It reflects real credit on the firm.”  One can picture him during the 
coming year reading down the casualty-lists, putting down each new name, working out the average, 
seeing if the percentage is a as good as 1918 as it was in 1917.  One could picture all this and a great deal 
more, did not one know that human nature is not as black as it chooses to paint itself. 
But the fact remains that every walk of life has sent its sons to the slaughter with equal prodigality, and 
that if the merits of every system are to be decided only by the percentage of its “roll of honour,” then the 
war will stand as an effectual bar to progress and the Menin Road will have been littered with dead in vain.  
For the civilian owes something more to the soldier than the mere repetition of sentimental clichés.  We 
who live can never adequately repay the debt we owe the dead.  They went to their death undeceived by 
the catchwords of politicians and the facile enthusiasms of the Press.  They went, loving life and loathing 
war, because they knew it was the common lot, because they would not have their fellow-men suffer 



alone, because while there was any strength in mortal limbs they would keep from those they loved the 
terror that had swept on France.  They have endured worse things than death.  And we that live owe it to 
them not to use their spilt blood as cement for a jerry-built civilisation.  Because of them it is for us to 
straighten the twisted prop and rebuild the fragile wall.  It is for us to prove by what we do, and not by 
what we say, that they have not died in vain. 
I am, Sir, &c., Alec Waugh, B.E.F., France. 
(W cannot continue this correspondence. – Ed. Spectator) 
 
School World, February 1918 
At the many meetings early in January there was much talk of Alec Waugh’s “Loom of Youth.”  Quite a 
popular pastime was the search for the originals of his characters; there was even a certain amount of 
unanimity as to an ardent reformer who shares many characteristics with Ferrers. 
 
The Clarion, March 1918 
Since these lines were written it would seem that Mr Waugh has shed the very last rag of his right to be 
thought of, or written of, as a schoolboy.  He has left the Royal Military College, and is now an Officer of the 
Regular Army, serving in France.  This I know, not of divine inspiration, but by reason of the fact that a 
recent number of the “Spectator” contained a letter signed by Mr Waugh and written from the B.E.F.  It 
would seem that a lot of Bishops, and Generals, and Schoolmasters, have been writing to the “Spectator” 
about Mr Waugh’s book, most them, I gather, or should at least imagine, in terms of pained surprise.  So 
Mr Waugh – who, by mathematical inference, is now entitled to be described as a grown man of nineteen – 
rounds off the argument with a letter of his own.  I reproduce the whole letter here: (a) because it 
constitutes in itself a courageous utterance; (b) because those readers who possess the faculty for 
appraising letterpress, will be able to get from it some idea of the spirit, temper, and style, which are to be 
found in “The Loom of Youth”. 
 
English Review, March 1918 
This “young” but useful novel on Public School life has excited wide interest: it is a healthy sign.  The English 
Review first attacked the senile. Conservative, Dead Sea institution – the Public Schools – but that was 
before the war, and men merely smiled the vapid, semi-contemptuous, class smile of indifference; today 
people have begun to think again.  There is no sensation in this book.  The writer avoids the schoolboy 
writers’ pet hobby, a fight, and there are too many accounts of “footer” matches, and perhaps too many 
omissions to justify genuine praise.  Yet the tone and spirit are true.  Youth speaks from every page, and 
youth is what we want in this country; and the boy writer, while shrewdly critical, manages to avoid the 
unpleasant with that delightful healthiness which is one, at any rate, of the virtues of the system.  The evil 
he clearly diagnoses as the games worship.  There he is right.  He sketches the rise of his young Caruthers to 
the very top, and leaves him silently questioning.  Well, that is philosophy, and if many boys ever attain to 
that attitude on quitting school they have learnt something.  The language is a little astonishing.  That is 
new; twenty years ago the language was school slang, not Whitechapel.  Let us hope Papas and Mamas will 
read this bright exposition and learn that if England is to recover she must reform these schools. 
 
N.D. [April 1918] 
It is grievous news that Lieutenant Waugh is “missing”.  I am afraid there is no hope of his being found.  He 
was last seen in front of his men, with a single brother officer.  “I could never wish for a better officer,” 
wrote his company commander.  Thus a bright light is extinguished, which might have grown to splendour.  
“The Loom of Youth” is an astonishing book for a boy to have written; none that read it can forget it; I 
doubt whether our literature contains any production of a boy of eighteen worthy to be compared with it; 
and it will be quoted years after its writer’s bones are dust... Let me add that it was of Alec Waugh that 
Bottomley wrote that he ought to be shot.  Well, he has been shot, facing the enemy. 
 
The World, 11 June 1918 
Resentment Poems by Alex Waugh are interesting, but not striking.  The war poems are the most powerful, 
and frankly, they are not pleasant.  “Cannon Fodder” is notably in this category.  The title is very fitting, but 
the author’s feelings are stronger than his poetical instinct. 



 
Times Literary Supplement, 27 June 1918 
Resentment Poems by Alec Waugh (Grant Richards). 
It is the duty of this critic to remember always that poetry is poetry, and to admit no extenuating 
circumstances for verse that is not poetry.  Mr Waugh has written a novel that has had a great success; he 
is a prisoner now in Germany.  This book of verse expresses his revolt against the whole business of war.  
All these are interesting facts; but they do not imply that his verses are poetry; and they are not. 
 
Bookman, July 1918 
There was a rumour a few weeks back that Lieutenant Alec Waugh had been killed in action, and we are 
glad to hear that it is the lesser evil which has befallen him, and he is a prisoner in the hands of the 
Germans.  He has followed his remarkable first novel, “The Loom of Youth,” with a first book of verse no 
less remarkable, which has just been published, under the title of “Resentment,” by Mr Grant Richards. 
 
The Observer, 21 July 1918 
The author of “The Loom of Youth” found his right medium in prose.  None of the verse in “Resentment” 
betrays any natural gift for poetry.  Mr Waugh has read many modern minor poets, whose influence is 
evident.  Especially Rupert Brooke has coloured Mr Waugh’s temperament, and he follows his example in 
expressing what could better be left unexpressed.  The effect of such a poem as “Cannon Fodder” is not 
really legitimate.  As propaganda it is good and powerful, but good propaganda nearly always yields bad 
poetry.  What is most interesting in the book is the occasional glimpses of a troubled, tormented soul, 
agonizedly striving for beauty, and plunged into the hideous disaster of war.  It is most important that those 
of us who are at home should be reminded of what dark and terrible moods warfare induces in the young 
and the sensitive.  As a war document “Resentment” should have a large audience. 
 
Everyman, July 1918 
Soldier Poets.  There is no question that the soldiers have created a highly interesting school of modern 
verse.  They are nearly all young, they have so much to say, and they are indifferent to the old conventions 
which prescribed how a poet must express himself.  Their number also grows without ceasing, and while 
many of those who seemed full of promise, like Rupert Brooke, or Francis Ledwidge, have died in their 
youth, others have come forward to take the places of those who have fallen.  Of the three books under 
review,, which all appear at about the same time, only Mr Sassoon’s, we believe, is a second volume.  This 
is the first time that Mr Dearmer and Mr Waugh have collected their verses in a book.  In a sense there is 
much repetition among this school of soldier poets.  They are all taken up with the horrors of war which 
they themselves have seen; and though they have each lived through an intensity of experience that falls to 
the lot of very few men in other times, their subjects are generally much the same.  But experience affects 
each man differently; and one could scarcely find a greater contrast between three men than is presented 
in these little books, each crammed with a personal message... Mr Alec Waugh’s poems are little more than 
interesting exercises in verse.  As poetry they have not any particular originality or distinction, and their 
value lies in their expression of a sensitive if over-serious temperament.  Nearly all the earlier verses in the 
book abound in lines that are either trite or else appear to have been borrowed from other poets. 
 
The Nation, 3 August 1918 
Everybody who reads poetry is agreed that the verse of our young men is of such a quality that it might be 
worthwhile to preserve a few of them from sacrifice, for the years to come – the human beings as well as 
their production.  Not that a mere sentiment can weigh down the gigantic scales of destruction: still 
perhaps it is there.  On the other hand, there are so few precious things left in the world that we are apt to 
put a premium upon them. 
 
The Times Literary Supplement advertisement, n.d. [November 1918] 
Grant Richards writes: It is time to return to “The Loom of Youth” – for more reasons than one.  First, its 
author, Alec Waugh, must be on his way home from captivity, may indeed be already in England by the 
time that his appears, and I should like him to see that his book still lives in this half-column as well as in the 
bookshops and in the memory of its readers.  Second, I have – as perhaps I said last week – a new edition of 



it now on sale – an edition of 3000 copies.  Third, it seems to be attracting as much attention as ever it did.  
A whole book, indeed, has been written about it, “The Dream of Youth: An Etonian’s Reply to ‘The Loom of 
Youth’”, the author of which, Martin Browne, is (or was until the other day) himself a schoolboy.  Mr 
Browne’s work might almost be termed an appreciation: on its very first page I read: “I admire Mr Waugh 
for doing what he has done, and I think that his work, if taken in the right spirit, will have done the Public 
Schools a very great service, by awakening them to a sense of their mighty responsibility and to sorrow for 
their past failures.”  Exactly.  Also in the British Empire Fortnightly, which describes itself as a “magazine for 
interned Britons” and which, printed at The Hague, is edited by two English officers, I find four pages about 
“The Loom”.  There is much I should like to quote from this article, but I must content myself with a few 
lines: “Alec Waugh is now ‘one of us’, a prisoner of war in Germany.  Probably he will write us the novel of 
Prison Camps (and they are in lots of ways public schools over again)... As such a novel cannot be one of 
Love – it will possibly be one of Friendship.”  I wonder. 
 
The Times Literary Supplement advertisement, n.d. 
Grant Richards writes: I hope that every father of boys – and of girls – read the article “Of Boys’ Books” in 
last week’s Supplement.  It was, if I may say so, the best bit of writing on the subject that has ever 
appeared.  I should, however, like to make a comment on one sentence: “Boys of school age have not yet 
arrived at writing books for themselves.”  Surely Alec Waugh did arrive at that point – in “The Loom of 
Youth”.  He wrote the book in his eighteenth year, and he wrote it, one may say, for parents and for 
schoolboys, for every boy, for every man, and for every woman.  Primarily, of course, it was not “a boy’s 
book”, but it was altogether a book about boys, by a boy – and boys have read it, and are reading it, and its 
influence is making itself felt every day in the higher forms of all our Public Schools. And it  is altering things 
– altering them for the better.  If Alec Waugh never writes another line he will have had his influence, no 
small influence, on the world in which he lived before the War: he will have helped his own generation and 
the next; he will have done what few people ever succeed in doing, for he will have changed people’s point 
of view about themselves.  I express myself badly, but if you will think what the word Education means you 
will know what I am trying to say. 
 


