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Adventure-based education has its roots in many sources.
It has no one “father.” But if for some reason we wanted to
single out an individual for that honor, Kurt Hahn would
most certainly be a likely candidate. This great twentieth-
century educator of German birth and British citizenship,
a gentleman of the old school who has been proclaimed “a
citizen of global mankind,” was an inventor of institutions.
Hahn’s Salem Schule in Germany, created in the throes
of that nation’s ordeal of defeat following the First World
‘War, was one of the fine innovative schools of the Western
world. Imprisoned by the Nazis and rescued at the behest
of the British government, Hahn re-created the essence
and esprit of Salem in a new school in northern Scotland.
This unique version of a British public school, where the
future Prince Consort of England and the future Prince of
Wales would be educated, was Gordonstoun. That school—
or more explicitly, the Hahnian principles that identified
Gordonstoun—has in turn inspired an international con-
sortium of schools whose headmasters gather annually in
what they call their Round Square Conference (named af-
ter the distinctive building of that name at Gordonstoun;
the conference meets annually to share the member schools’
successes and problems and to help keep alive the educa-
tional-humanitarian spirit of Gordonstoun’s founder).
Out of Gordonstoun, and Hahn’s genius for working
with people and events, came the first Outward Bound
school, and in time the global Qutward Bound movement,
with its schools in England, Germany, Africa, Australia,

New Zealand, Canada, and the United States—and nota-
bly in the American case came also the extraordinary ar-
ray of Outward Bound spin-offs and adaptive programs
that have taken root in and deeply influenced U.S. educa-
tion and other special action. It was through our long as-
sociation with Outward Bound that I came to know and
treasure the friendship of Kurt Hahn.

Out of Gordonstoun, too, along with 18 years of pa-
tient, persistent effort, came the British County Badge
Scheme. Personally launched by an ultimately convinced
Prince Philip as the Duke of Edinburgh’s Award Scheme,
this was Hahn's plan for making a comprehensive form of
adventure education and service opportunity available to
all British youth. Out of that scheme have come counter-
part programs in 29 countries, not least being the Con-
gressional Award plan in the United States.

Even with that remarkable bundle of achievement as
a social inventor, Hahn was not through, In 1955 Air Mar-

. shal Sir Lawrence Darvall, Commandant of the NATO

Defense College, said to him:

The conservative, nationalistic officers at-
tending our school are achieving a remark-
able degree of international understanding in
a mere six-month course. Think how much
more could be accomplished by a nonmili-
tarist school for young people with an inter-
national student body!
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Fired by Darvall’s concept, Hahn joined forces with him
in the seven-year campaign that brought forth Atlantic
College (now United World College of the Atlantic) in
Llantwit Major, Wales, a two-year precollege school en-
rolling students from many nations. Recognizing that in-
ternational understanding cannot be inculcated in the class-
room alone, the skills program included a distinctively
Hahnian component, referred to as its “humanitarian cur-
% . _ricujum”—rescue and community services to those “
dangerand in need.” This was the start of the United World
College movement.

Rowing bareheaded on a blazing hot day in his nine-
teenth year, Kurt Hahn suffered a severe sunstroke. The
injury, centering at the cerebellum, where the spine joins
the base of the brain, threatened to cripple him. To ease
his suffering, he spent a year in a darkened room. Periodi-
cally thereafter—"“despair stalking him like a sinister
shadow,” as Henry Brereton has written—the affliction
returned in full force, casting him back into the dark. Even
after a great London neurosurgeon performed a series of
brain-decompressing operations that helped him greatly,
light and heat remained his lifelong torment.

In those lonely ordeals of his young manhood he was
working out a life principle that years later a remarkable
physical educator would articulate and Hahn would make
his leitmotiv: “Your disability is your opportunity:” To
make his confinement productive, he devised regimens of
physical activity and disciplined thought. He practiced the
standing high jump—scarcely to the delight of the Oxford
students living beneath him—and the legend is that he
broke records in that event. With the study of Plato’s Re-
public fresh in his mind he conceived a new kind of school,
where the worlds of thought and action would ng longer
Mws_tﬂw. Later he wrote out the con-
cept and put it away for future reference.

Hahn was born into a cultured Jewish family in Ber-
lin in 1886. His father was a successful industrialist. His
mother was a beautiful woman of artistic temperament and
powerful faith in the innate goodness of man. One of her
forebears was Jecheskiel Landau, Chief Rabbi of Prague
in the eighteenth century, whose writings on the Talmud
are still taught at academies of Jewish studies. His grand-
mother on his mother’s side was his adored “Anschulka,”
whose wise and droll sayings he noted down in a book.
(“Anschulka, which of your eight children is the best?”
“A mother is like a shopkeeper—she has various kinds of
goods.”) The home in which he grew up, radiating human
warmth, was a gathering place for the city’s intelligentsia
and artists.

His father, enamored of England, built the family sum-
mer residence Wannsee in English country-house style.
Kurt, the eldest of three sons, was a born teacher. In the
summers at Wannsee he would gather the young people in
the pavilion and read them tales of heroic adventure. Of-
ten he led them on long hikes over rough terrain. At
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Gottingen, one of several German universities he attended,
his Greek professor told him, “If you are interested in the
old in order to help the new, it is not the German universi-
ties that can help you, but Oxford.” He studied at Oxford
from 1910 to 1914. On August 1, 1914, he took leave of
his English friends to return home. Two days later Great
Britain declared war on Germany.

In the war Hahn held a succession of minor Foreign
Office posts from which he nevertheless emerged as a per-
son of influence. He worked with the moderates—against
unrestricted submarine warfare, for a negotiated peace—
and became one of their spokesmen. Although his counsel
did not prevail, the quality of his work won the attention
of persons in high places. He was made adviser to Colonel
von Haeften, who was in turn political adviser to General
von Ludendorff.

At the war’s end, Hahn was assistant to Prince Max
of Baden, Germany’s last imperial chancellor. The prince
was a scholarly, humane man who in a speech in 1917
dared to say, “To love your enemy is the sign of those who
remain loyal to the Lord even in time of war.” The two
men shared an enthusiasm for Plato’s educational ideas,
and in 1920 Prince Max founded a coeducational board-
ing school with Hahn as headmaster. This was the Salem
(shalom, salaam, peace) Schule; it was the school Hahn
had conceived seven years before.

The times were, quite literally, fearful. Defeated Ger-
many was on the edge of anarchy. The school thwarted
two plots, one by Communists to kidnap Prince Max, an-
other by nationalists to murder Hahn. Typically, Hahn was
more concerned over his would-be assassins’ despair for
the nation’s plight than he was to see them punished. Guer-
rilla bands were setting fire to farms. Salem boys joined
the night patrols guarding the lonely countryside. It was in
that time that William Butler Yeats wrote the lines, so pro-
phetic of the coming European tragedy, that Hahn would
come to quote often, a statement of his lifelong concern:

é’~ 7, The best lack all conviction, while the worst
are full of passionate intensity.

Yeats was defining the very condition that Prince Max
and Hahn had set out to deal with. Through Salem, and by
spreading the Salem gospel to other educators, they sought
to nurture a German youth with convictions rooted in per-

. sonal responsnblhty kindness, and justice. The intent, in

Hahn’s words, was to equip young people “to effect what
they have. recognized to be right, despite hardships, de-

_spite dangers, despite inner skepticism, despite boredom,

despite mockcﬂ from the world, despite emotion of the
moment.” The school’s report to parents, developed at
Salem and later used at Gordonstoun, evaluated the de-
gree to which the students displayed these traits.

Hahn was at once a champion and hard taskmaster of
youth in its conflicts with the elder generation. If young



Chapter 7

people were to play an influential role in society, he in-

sisted, they must earn the right. Even as he welcomed the

German youth movement of that time, he took sharp issue
with indulgent adult attitudes. Long after I first knew him,
in the time of the youth revolt in the England and United
States of the 1960s, it was uncanny to discover that in
Germany of 1928 he had said:

With phrases such as “Youth Culture” these
people besmear the souls of the young with
the ointment of flattery—as though the young
no longer had to become anything, but were
everything already. They rob them of their
joy of development and do violence to the
natural process of spiritual growth.

Inevitably, the ideals of Salem clashed with the spirit
of Nazism. Apprehensive of the growing strength of
Hitler’s movement, Hahn stepped up his efforts to win the

German educational community over to Salem principles.

But the Nazi tide continued to rise. In 1932 five storm
troopers trampled a young Communist to death in front of
his mother. They were arrested, tried, and condemned to
death. In his notorious “Beuthen telegram,” Hitler hailed
them as comrades and demanded their release. “Your free-
dom,” he said, “is our honor.” For Hahn this was in fact
the hour when men of honor must declare themselves. He
sent a letter to all Salem alumni:

Hitler’s telegram has brought on a crisis that
goes beyond politics. Germany is at stake,
her Christian civilization, her good name, her
soldiers’ honor. Salem cannot remain neutral.
I ask the members of the Salem Union who
are active in a SA or SS to break with Salem
or with Hitler.

It was, said a Briton who was teaching at Salem at the
time, “the bravest deed in cold blood that I have witnessed.”

Sir Roger Birley, who was Hahn’s contemporary as
headmaster of Eton, has given us a record of his courage
in the German crisis. Discussing the education provided
under Hahn at Salem, Birley wrote:

But there was a second element quite as im-
portant. It was impressively expressed in an
address Kurt Hahn gave in Hamburg on 16
February 1933. (The significance of the date,
17 days after the Nazis gained power, will
be obvious.) It began with a study of the Fas-
cist state and educational ideals, and an ac-
count of Fascism which seems to make in-
evitable the uncomfortable statement which
is to be found in the address, that, if one
looked at the educational principles of the
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Italian youth organizations, “you find that
you might be quoting the whole Salem Cer-
tificate of Maturity with its capacity to en-
dure hardships, to face dangers, a talent for
organization, prudence, a fighting spirit, pres-
ence of mind, success in dealing with unex-
pected difficulties”™—and then come the
words, “Only one item is and must be miss-
ing: The power of carrying out what is rec-
ognized to be just.” And a little later, “Sacro
egoismo, sacred egoism. There is also sacred
lying, sacred killing, sacred perjury, sacred
breaking of promises.” To speak in this way
of Fascist principles at that moment was in-
deed courageous, but Kurt Hahn went on to
turn to his own country, and it was with con-
tinual references to the state of things in Ger-
many that he gave his reasons why Salem
rejected Fascist education. Among these was
to be found this one: “We need to be able to
feel that as a people we are just and kindly.
On this consciousness depends our inner
strength.”

Hahn became a marked man. In the mass arrests fol-
lowing the Reichstag fire in February 1933, he was jailed.
The shock waves swiftly reached Britain, where his
friends—some from the Oxford days, others gained as
Salem’s fame had spread—took up his cause. When Prime
Minister Ramsay MacDonald made official representa-
tions, Hahn was let go. In July he left for England.

In those first months of exile he was profoundly de-
pressed. At 47 he had lost his homeland, his school, the
battle for German youth. A man of means, overnight he
had become a nearly penniless refugee. Worse, his spiri-
tual resources were depleted. When he was asked to found
a new school along Salem lines, he lacked the will. When
he was offered an established school to work with, he said,
“I do not have time to overcome the inertia of tradition.”
Then he returned to Moray, the north of Scotland country
where he had speat the convalescent summers of his Ox-
ford years. He met old friends among the fishermen and
crofters of the district. On the wharf in Hopeman Harbor,
he listened to Captain Danny Main tell tales of men of
simple courage against the forces of the sea. With another

friend, Lord Malcolm Douglas-Hamilton, he inspected the

empty castle at Gordonstoun, badly in need of repair, as a
possible site for a school. Its vistas seized his spirit, and
he knew again the truth that he would summon so often in
guiding others: “Your disability is your opportunity.”
Gordonstoun opened as a school for boys in April 1934;
by September there were 21 students (among them a Greek
prince of Danish blood named Philip, who one day would
marry the future queen of England). The board of gover-
nors included the Archbishop of York, later of Canterbury;
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the headmaster of Eton; the master of Trinity College at
Cambridge; a distinguished British historian; and the fu-
ture governor-general of Canada. The school’s enrollment
grew steadily.

In 1938 Hahn became a naturalized British subject. It
was in character that even as he struggled to cope with the
acute money problems of an expanding, unendowed school,
he poured part of his energies into national concerns—
alerting the British people to the dimensions of the Hitlerian
threat, calling on them to hear the muffled cries from the
concentration camps, campaigning at the War Office for a
system of training that in months, he declared, could make
British infantrymen the equal in stamina, hardihood, and
self-confidence of German soldiers whose training had
started years before in the Hitler Youth.

War broke out. The British Army commandeered
Gordonstoun, and the school had to trek to wartime head-
quarters in Wales. The move was a major disability. In it
Hahn found a new opportunity—and brought forth Out-
ward Bound.

Opportunity’s name was Lawrence Holt. Hahn had
been trying to launch a “county badge scheme,” an ambi-
tious national plan for fostering physical fitness, enterprise,
tenacity, and compassion among British youth. But in the
wartime climate his prestigious County Badge Experimen-
tal Committee—scientist Julian Huxley, historian George
Trevelyan, and others—had made small headway. At that
same time, Holt, a Gordonstoun father and Hahn admirer
who was partner in Alfred Holt & Company, a large mer-
chant-shipping enterprise, was gravely concerned about
the human toll in the Battle of the Atlantic. He was con-
vinced that due to faulty training, many seamen on torpe-
doed merchant ships were dying unnecessarily. Unlike sail-
trained old-timers, he maintained, the younger men and
youths had not acquired a sense of wind and weather, a
reliance on their own resources, and a selfless bond with
their fellows. “I would rather,” he told Hahn, “entrust the
lowering of a lifeboat in mid Atlantic to a sail-trained oc-
togenarian than to a young sea technician who is compe-
tently trained in the modern way but has never been sprayed
by the salt water.”

Hahn proposed they join forces to start a new kind of
school offering young people one-month courses that
would use Hahn’s county badge scheme to implement
Holt’s quest for training to turn attitudes around. Holt
agreed, his company providing funds and the maritime staff
members. The school, called Outward Bound at Holt’s in-
sistence, opened at Aberdovey, Wales, in 1941. It was not,
as the mythologized version has it, a school for young mer-
chant seamen. While many of the students were young-
sters sponsored by Holt’s Blue Funnel Line and other ship-
ping companies and from the government training ship
HMS Conway, others were apprentices sent by industry,
or police, fire, and other cadets, or boys on leave from
their regular schools or about to go into the armed ser-
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vices. It was Holt himself who articulated a Hahnian con-
cept in words Hahn never forgot. “The training at
Aberdovey,” Holt said, “must be less a training for the sea
than through the sea, and so benefit all walks of life.” The
month-long course was, in fact, a mix of small-boat train-
ing, athletic endeavor to reach standards of competence,
cross-country route finding by map and compass, rescue
training, an expedition at sea, a land expedition across three
mountain ranges, and service to the local people. The
school was fortunate from the outset in two key staff mem-
bers. Jim Hogan, a resourceful young schoolmaster whom
Hahn had recruited from the national educational system
to be secretary of his County Badge Experimental Com-
mittee, was warden. His assistant in charge of athletic ac-
tivity was Captain B. Zimmerman, who had been a great
innovative physical educator in Germany until he fled his
country to avoid Nazi imprisonment. Hahn had brought
him from Switzerland to Gordonstoun. It was “Zim” who
first exhorted his charges that their Liability was their op-
portunity, who—seizing on Holt’s phrase—talked of *‘train-
ing through the body, not of the body,” and worked on
each student until he could proclaim, “The bug has bit!”

Although beset by a prodigious series of start-up dif-
ficulties, Outward Bound worked from the first. The youths
who came were the products of Britain’s dozen years of
depression and dole. Invariably, when they were told what
they were expected to achieve in 30 days, murmurs of in-
credulity and derision ran through the group. But they were
soon caught up by “the magic of the puzzle,” Hahn’s odd
phrase for the phenomenon he knew so well-—that when a
young person “defeats his defeatism” to meet a challenge,
it primes him to try for still more difficult achievement.
There was a half-concealed pride of accomplishment in
the assertion of the Cockney boy, exhausted and footsore
after his first cross-country effort: “Cor blimey, if this had
been Larndon, they’d shift them bleedin’ hills.” A moving
human story underlay the statement of the half-caste lad
from Liverpool, warmed by his watch-mates’ acclaim for
his self-improvement: “This is the first time in my life I
have seemed to matter.” Wise old Alec Fraser, the former
missionary who served as the school chaplain, saw what
was happening: “They come for the wrong reasons, and
they leave sorry for the right ones that it’s over.”

Holt’s prepositional distinction—training through
rather than for——was always to be the essence of the Out-

- ward Bound dynamic. Life-enhancing experience is ob-

tained through the sea, the mountains, the wild lake coun-
try, the desert. Outward Bound has evolved since those
early Aberdovey days. But it has not departed from Hahn
and Holt’s essential concept of an intense experience sur-
mounting challenges in a natural setting, through which
the individual builds his sense of self-worth, the group
comes to a heightened awareness of human interdepen-
dence, and all grow in concern for those in danger and in
need.







