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An American President in Ealing: The John Quincy Adams Diaries 1815–1817

When Adams set up home with his family at Little Boston House in 
August 1815 one of his first acts was to seek out a suitable school 

for his two younger sons, John aged 12 and Charles aged 8. His eldest son 
George, aged 14, was to be educated at home by Adams to prepare him for 
entrance to Harvard.

On the first day in their new house, Adams writes:

I rode out with Mrs Adams to enquire for a school for our sons John and Charles. 
We went first to a place called Orger House at Acton, about two miles from our 
own residence, where we found an Academy kept by a Mr Mullens. We saw the 
house and enquired of the terms, but were not pleased with the result of our 
enquiries. We then went to the school kept by Dr Nicholas at Ealing, not more 
than a mile from our house, and which had been well spoken of to us by Mr 
Howlett. It is a large school of 250 boys, and we were so well satisfied upon 
enquiry and inspection of the school, the dining hall, and the bed chambers, that 
we engaged to send the two boys as soon as we can get them prepared.  
(2 August 1815)

John and Charles started at the school on 7 August 1815, as Adams relates:

I took my sons John and Charles to Dr Nicholas’s school at Ealing. The Doctor 
said that by the rules of the school they could not come home the first Sunday 
after their entrance; nor the second until after the morning service at church; 
and to return the same evening. Afterwards, once a month they might come 
home on Saturday afternoon to return Sunday evening, and occasionally they 
might come on Thursday afternoons, their half holidays, to return to school by 
eight in the evening. We could come and see them there every morning if we 
pleased. The Doctor mentioned the necessity of adhering to the general rules, 
as one exception would make another necessary, and it then became difficult to 
draw the line of distinction. In all which I acquiesced. I left the boys there, and 
then proceeded with George into town. (7 August 1815)

In the meantime, George’s home-tutoring routine had already been 
established:

I roused George this morning at six, and we began upon the course of studies 
which he is to pursue under my own direction. He read three chapters in the 
French Bible, while I had the Latin Bible to follow him as he read, after which we 
changed books, and I read three chapters of the French while he held the Latin 
book to compare with it. I propose regularly to pursue the same course every 
morning. I began at the place where I was in the course of my own reading. At 
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the 44th chapter of Jeremiah. I gave him also Gibbon’s journal of his reading to 
make translations of it into French. (5 August 1815)

I had begun to give him the exercise of translating from Latin into English. He 
translated the first section of Cicero’s second Philippic. He has not been used to 
this exercise and performs it very indifferently. (22 August 1815)

At the end of August Adams writes:

George alternately translates one day from English into Latin and the next 
from Latin (Cicero’s second Philippic) into English. I correct his exercises every 
morning after breakfast. He also studies Greek by himself and Italian with Pio. 
Barberi gives him three times a week lessons of writing and of fencing. (August 
1815 summary)

Along with his studies, George’s health was not neglected as he 
accompanied his father on lengthy daily walks whenever possible.

Great Ealing School 
The school Adams had 
selected was Great 
Ealing School, a private 
boys’ school thought to 
have been founded in 
1698, which occupied 
the former rectory of 
St Mary’s Church in 
St Mary’s Road, where 
Ranelagh Road is today. 
It had an excellent 
reputation, especially 
in the classics, being 
regarded as comparable 
to Eton and Harrow, and 
would have suited the high standards Adams set for his boys. From the 1790s the 
school was led by three headmasters from the same family, with the Reverend 
Dr George Nicholas, the headmaster during Adams’s time in Ealing, being 
succeeded in turn by his sons George Frederick and Francis.

Amongst its pupils who later became eminent were William Gilbert of Gilbert 
and Sullivan fame, John Henry Newman who later became a cardinal of the 
Roman Catholic Church, Thomas Huxley, the scientist, and Zachary Pearce, 
Bishop of Rochester (after whom Rochester House in Little Ealing Lane is 
named). In 1847 the school moved to the western side of St Mary’s Road and was 
renamed The Owls. In 1874 it became a day school, and then in 1879 it became 
a school for Jewish boys. It subsequently began to decline and eventually closed 
in 1908 to be replaced by the residential streets of Cairn Avenue and Nicholas 
Gardens, the latter named of course after its long-serving family of headmasters.

Great Ealing 
School in 
1809.   
(W.J. Franklin)
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