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Formation of Mechanics’ Institute paved the way for

Learning for masses
comes to Canterbury
Richard West

LOOKING BACK IN
TIME

Founder, The Chaucer Education
Project

■ Find more memories of the
area’s history online at

THE first Mechanics’ Institute in
the world was the Edinburgh
School of Arts, which opened on
October 16, 1821 when it held the
first lecture “for the instruction
of mechanics in such branches of
physical science as are of
practical application in their
several trades”.
The venue was the old St
Cecilia’s concert hall in Niddry
Street, in the heart of
Edinburgh’s Old Town, rented to
the school by the Freemasons.
Over 300 people packed the
hall to hear Dr Andrew Fyfe give
the first lecture on chemistry.
Several hundred more were
turned away at the door.
Within a month 452 students
had enrolled, each paying 15
shillings, equivalent to
approximately £40 today, for a
year’s classes.
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the Watt Institution and School
of Arts. In 1855 the name
changed again to Heriot-Watt
College.
Women were admitted in 1869,
following a campaign by Mary
Burton, an educational and
social reformer, 20 years before
other institutions were forced to
do so by legislation.
On February 1, 1966 as part of
the expansion of higher
education, Heriot-Watt College
was re-incorporated by Royal
Charter and became Heriot-Watt
University, the eighth oldest
higher education institution in
the United Kingdom and the first
technological university.

Philanthropist

Movement
Within 30 years, there were
over 700 Mechanics’ Institutes in
Great Britain and emigrants had
exported the movement as far
away as America and Australia.
The success of the Mechanics’
Institutes helped change public
opinion. Education was
increasingly no longer regarded
as a privilege but as a right. A
core aim was to revolutionise
access to education in science
and technology for working
people and professionals, to
“address societal needs by
incorporating fundamental
scientific thinking and research
into engineering solutions”.
The Edinburgh School of Art’s
founder and first Secretary was
Leonard Horner, a linen
merchant and social reformer
whose later work as chief factory
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inspector would lay the
foundations for modern health
and safety law.
Friend Robert Bryson, a watch
and clock maker, complained
that his apprentices needed
mathematical education but the

only classes available were too
expensive and were held while
they were at work.
Horner devised the solution of
providing evening classes at fees
that working men could afford.
In 1852, the name changed to

The University’s name
commemorates George Heriot,
the sixteenth century
philanthropist and financier to
King James VI of Scotland, who
became King James of England;
and James Watt, the great
eighteenth century inventor and
engineer.
George Stephenson was born
on June 9, 1781 in Wylam,
Northumberland. His parents,
Robert and Mabel Stephenson,
could neither read or write; nor
could George until he could
afford to pay to learn at night
school at the age of 18, as his
parents were unable to afford to
pay school fees for him.
That contrasts with the
background of Isambard
Kingdom Brunel, who was born
on April 9, 1806. His father was
French engineer Sir Marc
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city workers’ education
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BACK THEN: Dr George Beaney
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Isambard Brunel and his mother was Sophia
Kingdom Brunel.
While newspapers promoted Mechanics’
Institutes, others argued that it would make
working men question their lowly status, leading
inevitably to revolution and anarchy. That was
definitely the view taken in Canterbury, according
to the negative response by letter of the Mayor of
the City when approached by Dr George Beaney to
help establish his Mechanics’ Institute.
The Beaney Institute for the Education of
Working Men was opened on September 11, 1899,
by Mayor of the City of Canterbury George
Collard. According to architect and city surveyor
A H Campbell’s list of completed projects, the
Beaney Institute cost £17,000.
On September 22, 1934 an extension to the
Beaney Institute was opened, having cost £2,671 to
build, following bequests made by Harriette and
Emily Slater, in memory of their father William
Croasdill who, having been born in Canterbury,
emigrated to Australia and returned to
Canterbury in 1858 with his eight children and
housekeeper after his wife Harriette died.
In 1925, 333 books per day were borrowed. There
were 2,500 adult and 500 juvenile ticket holders
that year. Sixty lectures were given that same year,
ranging from bee-keeping to philately.
In 1967, the lecture hall was converted to an
enlarged lending library with mezzanine floor
built above part of the space. Mobile book shelves
were introduced, enabling the lecture hall space to
still be available.

SOCIAL REFORMER: Leonard Horner by Samuel
Lawrence.
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Park hunt for clues
to Santa’s grotto
SANTA Claus will be
setting up shop in
Canterbury’s Westgate
Gardens in the run-up to
Christmas later this
month.
St Nick will have a
grotto in the gardens on
Saturday December 19 and
Sunday December 20, from
10am until 12 noon, and
then from 1pm until 3pm.
The grotto is the

culmination of a
Christmas-themed trail,
which includes hunting for
clues on colourful festive
disks which will be hidden
around the park.
The event costs £5 to
attend and includes a
special nature-themed gift.
To book, call on 01227
787787 or visit www.
canterburyticketshop.com
Booking is essential.

