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Bound volume of correspondence compiled by Alec Waugh concerning the publication of The Loom of 
Youth (ref. SS/OS/Waugh, A.R./2/1). 
 
Correspondent(s): 
SMITH, Nowell Charles (1871-1961). Headmaster of Sherborne School, 1909-1927.  Educated at Winchester 
College, and Fellow of Magdalen College and New College, Oxford.  Schoolmaster and housemaster at 
Winchester College, 1905-1909.  Appears as ‘The Chief’ in The Loom of Youth.  Letters to Alec Waugh dated 
13/17 April 1915, 16 October 1917, 28 October 1917.  Letter to Arthur Waugh dated 28 October 1917. 
 
WAUGH, Alexander Raban Waugh (1898-1981).  Novelist.  Author of The Loom of Youth (1917).  Son of 
Arthur Waugh (1866-1943) and Catherine Charlotte (née Raban) (1870-1954).  Elder brother of Arthur 
Evelyn St. John Waugh (1903-1966).  Educated at Fernden Preparatory School, Haslemere, Surrey, and 
Sherborne School. 
 
WAUGH, Arthur (1866-1943).  Publisher, critic and managing director of Chapman and Hall Ltd.  Educated 
at Sherborne School and New College, Oxford.  Father of Alexander Raban Waugh (1898-1981) and Arthur 
Evelyn St. John Waugh (1903-1966). 
 
Letter from N.C. Smith to Alec Waugh, 13, 17 April 1915, ref. SS/OS/W/Waugh, A.R./2/1/p.11: 
[A note in Alec Waugh’s handwriting: ‘During the Lent term 1915, I was sole editor of The Shirburnian.  My 
editing of it was not favourably received by the staff – in particular by G.M. Carey.  During the Easter 
holidays I wrote to N.C.S.: the letter opposite is his reply.  To-day, half a century later, I am astounded that 
such a busy man could have found the time and patience to write such a letter to a troublesome school 
boy.’] 
 

[‘School House, Sherborne, Dorset’ crossed out] 
Thorshill Hotel 

Hindhead 
 Home on April 20th 

 
Apr.13 ’15. 17th. 

Dear Alec 
 
I am extremely glad that you have written to me about the Shirburnian, as I was intending to write to you 
on the same subject, and it is far easier to do so now that you have asked my advice.  I don’t at all want you 
to give up the Shirburnian, & I hope you will continue to strive after giving it a literary flavour – it is one of 
the main raisons d’etre of a School paper.  But I should like you to reflect that the Shirburnian is by long 
tradition the School paper, a School institution which the Editor of the moment only holds in trust for the 
whole community: it ought not to be the private organ of Alec Waugh as John Bull is of Horatio Bottomley 
or Truth used to be of Labouchere.  I do not mean to say that the Editor of the School paper must 
necessarily be a merely colourless registrar.  On the contrary the paper is much improved if the Editor, 
within the limits imposed by public spirit and good feeling, impresses upon it the stamp of a person 
genuinely interested in this or that subject and looking at life with his own eyes.  But the limits imposed by 
public spirit and good feeling ought to be sacredly observed, if you can’t be a good Editor of the School 
paper unless you have the perception to see them and the determination to abide by them.  You might be a 
good Editor of an irresponsible private magazine; but the Shirburnian is not that. 
 
Now I knew nothing, until I got your letter, of anything Mr Carey may have said either to his House or to Mr 
Heriz Smith; & I prefer to say nothing about it, as my views about the Shirburnian & your editing were 
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formed before I heard from you.  All I knew from outside was that Mr King asked me at the end of the 
Masters meeting at the end of term – with his usual calmness & freedom from any personal heat whatever 
– whether I did not think it would be a good thing to return to the former practice of the Shirburnian & 
have two Editors, & not both in the same House.  He said he thought the Shirburnian at present was too 
much coloured by School House sentiment, or that the School House point of view was too prominent or 
words to that effect.  One or two other masters agreed, & one or two said that they thought the tone of the 
paper was bad though they had not noticed anything specially “School House” about it, & did not even 
know who the Editor was.  Mr Carey took no part in the conversation that I can remember.  I said that I had 
not read the new number of the Shirburnian yet, but would do so & would give the matter my attention; 
that I did not like interfering with a boys’ paper merely because it did not suit my mature taste, but that 
certainly if it shewed signs of unfairness as between Houses or any real offensiveness or harmfulness I 
should either see that such things were remedied or else suppress the paper altogether. 
 
Afterwards I read the latest number, & I confess that I thought there were more grounds for the 
unfavourable criticisms than I had been willing to believe.  The Editorial note to the letter on the Kicking 
Compn. dragging in a totally different subject merely with the object of saying something to annoy “the 
authorities”, is only an obvious & definite instance of a general tone which would suit a paper called the 
“Ante Shirburnian” better than the Shirburnian. 
 
Again the disquisition on literature interpolated into what professes to be a report of a debate is a 
gratuitous piece of rudeness, as if you said “You reader, whoever you may be, whether O.S. or present 
Shirburnian, may think you are going to read some School news here; but you aren’t; you’ve just got to 
listen to me & to see what a devil of a fellow I am and how I know all about decadence and Dowson.” 
 
The reports of the Two Cock & the Three Cock both seem to me to have a School House bias, though not of 
an intentional kind; Mr Davis, who is in a very good position for judging impartially, said this, and I agree. 
 
But the real fault of the Shirburnian at present is left for me (as usual) to state: & that is the egotism of the 
Editor.  As Alec Waugh you are perhaps entitled to think scorn of the rest of us; and some of us will 
probably not notice it & others will still continue to do what we can in our limited ways to help you – that 
being what we are paid for! But as Editor of the School paper you ought to suppress Alec Waugh, or simply 
give him a column or two each time in the literary pages of the paper. 
 
It seems to me a clear case of honour, & I can’t help thinking that you will see it too!  It is no doubt 
tempting to use your position as an opportunity of self-expression; and you can do so, without infringing 
the limits of your trust; but your Editorial work – i.e. the Editorial article or notes, school news of all sorts, & 
Editorial treatment of correspondence – ought to be free from all personal bias & prejudice whatever. 
 
I think it advisable to have two Editors, in different Houses, partly to prevent a very natural impression of 
bias (even if unjustified), & partly because of the general desirability of spreading the interest in a School 
Institution as widely as possible.  I remember that at Winchester, where the Wykehamist always had one 
College & one Commoner Editor, it used often to be said that the Wykehamist was a College paper rather 
than a School paper, because the Commoner Editor was often a lay figure & most of the contributions were 
written in College.  This was almost inevitable where all the Scholars lived in College, but need not be so 
with us. 
 
I have written fully and plainly; & it is almost inevitable that you will think some of my strictures unjust.  But 
at any rate you will know that this is how it strikes an observer of some experience, & one who has many 
motives for wishing you to succeed in editing the School paper – as well as in other ways, of which perhaps 
more anon. 
 
Yours sincerely 
Nowell Smith 
 



  



Letter from N.C. Smith to Alec Waugh, 16 October 1917, ref. SS/OS/W/Waugh, A.R./2/1/p.19: 
[A note in Alec Waugh’s handwriting: ‘The incidents that led to my father’s withdrawal from the O.S. 
Society have been told in ‘One Man’s Road’.  In early October I wrote a letter to The Shirburnian, in self-
defence.  This was a tactical blunder.  It laid me open to a counter-attack.  In reply to N.C.S.’s letter I told 
him that I did not want to resign unless he insisted.  I sent his letter to my father who at once sent in a 
letter of resignation.  My father and I were restored to the Society in 1933.’ 
 

SCHOOL HOUSE, 
SHERBORNE, 

DORSET. 
Oct.16th ’17. 

 
Dear Waugh 
 
Your letter to The Shirburnian is not allowed to be printed, being in fact merely a repetition of your libel on 
the School.  You speak of being attacked: but The Shirburnian has not attacked and will not attack you. 
 
I write to you also as President of the O.S. Society to say that I suppose it would be your wish to sever your 
connexion with the Society: probably it is an oversight that you have not done so, though I confess I do not 
understand your ever having joined.  However, as an old student of literary history, I know what 
perversions of taste and judgement the vanity of young authors – and old ones too for that matter – can 
produce. 
 
I have in the past fought painful battles on your behalf with better men than you or I will ever be: but since 
your vanity does not stick at cruelty and disloyalty – and indeed seems to blind you to their existence – I 
take my leave of you, though I cannot help wishing you well, however much you may condemn the wish. 
 
Nowell Smith 
 
Letter from N.C. Smith to Arthur Waugh, 28 October 1917, ref. SS/OS/W/Waugh, A.R./2/1/p.19: 
 

SCHOOL HOUSE, 
SHERBORNE, 

DORSET. 
Oct.28 ’17. 

 
Dear Waugh 
 
On behalf of the O.S. Society I accept with great regret your resignation of membership.  The whole matter 
is the cause of the greatest possible pain to me, not least because I think that you have wronged Sherborne 
even more than Alec in consenting to your eighteen-year-old boy’s defamation of the School.  But the last 
thing I want to do is to embitter an occasion already bitter enough, and as there is nothing to be done the 
less said the better. 
 
I heard from Alec today, and am respecting his request that I should not answer his letter. 
 
Yours sincerely. 
Nowell Smith 
 


