
Kurt Hahn: 

the German-Jewish refugee 
who educated kings and had a 

profound impact on 
educational values and 

practice in Britain and across 
the world. 



Kurt Hahn 1886 - 1974
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Early Life
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Father Oscar  with brothers 
Franz (L) and Kurt
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Education



• In 1902, aged 16, Hahn met a group of 
pupils from the progressive school 
Abbotsholme in Derbyshire, while walking 
in the Dolomites. 

• The students gave him a book by Hermann 
Lietz called ‘Emlohstobba’ as a present.  

• This was his ‘call of destiny.’

The future calls.



3rd July 1904

Hahn plays 
the Prince in 
a family play, 
aged 18. 



The illness that changed his life: July 1904
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Oxford: Christ Church College
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From Peace to War …
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Prince Max and the end of the war
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Prince Max of Baden



Salem School







Salem is 
short for 
Jerusalem 
and 
means 
peace.



Salem is in southern Germany near 
Lake Constance



Activities included… 

In school:
• Morning run, mid-morning athletics break; 
• Individual projects; 
• 2 afternoons a week working on the school farm; 
• Saturday afternoons devoted to guilds – naturalists, land 

workers, mechanics, drama, literature and archaeology
• Metalwork, carpentry, choir, school fire department;
Other activities included: 
• ‘War sports’- military drill and camps for military sports 

organized by the Stahlhelm, rifle shooting, building gliders;
In the countryside:
• cycle and mountain walking tours; map making, expeditions 

abroad, skiing. 
Pupils worked towards the German Sports Badge. 

Prince Max of Baden



Salem Laws
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Challenging Nazism
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Fleeing Germany
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The Founding of Gordonstoun 1934

Arrival from Salem in 
1933, age 47



Hahn already knew the area from his 
visits prior to WW1. The sea and the 
mountain environment brought new 
opportunities. Gordonstoun is close to 
Duffus and RAF Lossiemouth

Moray Firth



• Games and athletics, riding, orienteering, cycling, walking, 
climbing, skiing, camping trips and expeditions.

• Seamanship was prominent
• Student Guilds: farm, scouts, handicrafts, debating, literature, 

drawing, art, history, music, theatre, natural history.
• Individual projects and outside lecturers. 
• Student staffed rescue services 

• Coastguard Service in 1935 known as the Watchers
• Fire Brigade in 1941.

• Individual Training Plan 
• Gordonstoun Sport Badge developed which later became the 

County Badge and involved project, expedition, service and sport. 

Activities included… 



Self-Reliance: Students develop independence 
and confidence in their abilities, preparing them 
for future challenges.

Service to Others: Instils a sense of community 
and responsibility, encouraging students to give 
back to society.

Physical and Mental Endurance: Prepares 
students to cope with life's challenges and 
enhances their resilience.

Gordonstoun became co-educational in 1972

Underlying principles

Gordonstoun promotes personal 
growth and self-discovery through a 
variety of challenges and outdoor 
experiences.



How did Prince Philip come to attend Gordonstoun? 
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From Salem to Gordonstoun
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Prince Philip

It was Hahn who broke the news to 16-year-old Philip of the 
death of his sister Cecilie, her husband and 2 children , in a 
plane crash in 1937. 

The following year, Philip's uncle and guardian Lord Milford 
Haven died of cancer.  His younger brother Lord Louis took 
parental responsibility for Philip for the remainder of his 
youth.



After Gordonstoun

• Philip left the school to embark on his 
career at the Royal Naval College at 
Dartmouth and graduated top of his 
class in 1940. 

• He was described as having unusual 
promise 

• In July 1943, as second-in-command of 
Wallace, he saved his ship from a night 
bomber attack. He devised a plan to 
launch a raft with smoke floats that 
successfully distracted the bombers, 
allowing the ship to slip away unnoticed. 

• He became one of the youngest first 
lieutenants and was promoted to 
commander in 1950. 

• After the war, he worked as an 
instructor at the Navy’s Leadership 
Establishment. 

• He married Princess Elizabeth in 
1947. 

• His distinguished naval career came 
to an end when King George VI died 
in 1952. 



Visits to Gordonstoun A visit in 2014

Philip continued to visit Gordonstoun 

throughout his life, even as recently as 2014. He 

declined to sit down and have his meal brought 

to him but instead joined pupils waiting in line 

for lunch.

His enthusiasm for the school always came 

through. When he came through Gordonstoun's 

gates, people generally said he had a spring in 

his step and he was delighted to get back and 

visit old haunts.

He had an immensely strong character, 

combined with a unique sense of fun, infectious 

optimism and strong sense of duty.



Prince Philip
with Kurt Hahn, the 
man who ‘taught him 
to think’.

‘History will probably 
judge him on his ideas, 
but as a Headmaster, I 
believe it was his
absolute certainty 
about right and wrong, 
his utter conviction on 
morality and behaviour
which made him such a 
stabilizing influence in 
developing 
community.’



King Charles at Gordonstoun.
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A young Prince Charles arrives for his first term at 
Gordonstoun school in 1962, accompanied by his father 
Prince Philip



Outbreak of World War 2
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The Hess Affair May 1941
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Conclusion of War
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Gordonstoun after the war. 
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The founding of Outward Bound 1941

• Nearby Aberdovey in Wales was the merchant navy training 

school, HMS Conway. Many young sailors’ lives were being 

lost at sea due to torpedoing, a lack of stamina and morale.  

• One of the Gordonstoun parents was Laurence Holt, head of 

the Blue Funnel Shipping Line. Holt discussed the problem 

with Kurt Hahn, anwhodesigned a 21-day programme to 

address the problem. 

• The founding mission was to give young seamen the ability to 

survive harsh conditions at sea by teaching confidence, 

tenacity, perseverance and to build experience. 

• The first Outward Bound School was launched at Aberdovey in 

1941. The motto was ‘to serve, to strive and not to yield.’

Useful skills in time of war - continued 
as challenging courses for 26 boys from 
industry. They were ‘impelled into 
experience’ through sea training and 
coastguardship. 



Outward Bound Courses

• Initially 4-week courses for industry, but now vary 

depending in the type of group. 

• Participants divided into small  groups under the 

guidance of an instructor. 

• Confidence-building and problem-solving challenges 

take place, before heading off on an expedition. 

•

•

•



• Outward Bound is the oldest adventure-based educational organization in continuous operation in the 
world. 1.2 million people have been on an Outward Bound course in the UK since 1941

• Today there are schools in over 35 countries which are attended by more than 150,000 people each year. 
There are 6 schools in the UK. 

• The first Outward Bound programme for women was held in 1951. Rhowniar in Wales was initially for 
girls. The centre was open for 35 years until 1998.

• Outward Bound helped to shape the U.S. Peace Corps and many other outdoor adventure programmes.

Outward Bound today



 The Outward Bound Trust, was established as an educational charity in 

1946 to operate the schools.

 

 The Duke of Edinburgh supported the charity from its outset, before 

becoming a Patron in 1953, included being an active Chairman for many 

years. His commitment spanned seven decades. 

 When it was threatened with bankruptcy in the 1990s, the Duke of 

Edinburgh stepped in at the next board meeting, telling the trustees: 

“Now we shall proceed with rescuing Outward Bound.”

Prince Philip and Outward Bound



The Founding of the Duke of Edinburgh Award Scheme
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• The first girls were allowed to join in 1958.



Duke of Edinburgh Award Scheme
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• Duration:
• Bronze and Siver at least 6 months
• Gold at least 12 months. 



Duke of Edinburgh Award Today
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Prince Edward became Patron 
of the scheme in 2023. He 
achieved the Gold Award in 
1986, and has been a Trustee 
since 1988.



Trevelyan Scholarships and the Kurt Hahn Trust
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The Founding of Atlantic College (now United World Colleges)

• In 1962 Hahn pioneered, the opening of 
Atlantic College at St. Donat’s Castle in 
Wales, with the help Sir Lawrence Darvall. 

• It opened with 9 teaching staff and 56 male 
students aged between 16 and 19 years, 
from 12 countries.

• In 1967, the school became co-educational, 
with a cohort from 35 nations.

• Hahn viewed education as a means of 
reducing national barriers and fostering 
international cooperation. 

• From its founding, the school was intended 
to be the first of a series. Today, this is 
known as United World Colleges and has 18 
schools and colleges on 4 continents. 

St Donat’s Castle is a 12th century castle 
on the South Wales coast. Lord 
Mountbatten the 1st president, and in 
1978 this was passed on to Prince 
Charles for 15 years. 



Atlantic College curriculum 

• Mission: "make education a force to unite people, nations, and cultures for peace and a sustainable 
future“. It fosters a lifelong commitment to social responsibility. 

• The 2 year “humanitarian curriculum” combines academic and experiential challenges

• It offers:

 International Baccalaureate. 

 Weekly community service, physical activity, and creative activity.

 Annual ‘Project Week’, offering the chance to delve into either service or expedition - based 

experiences.

 Student-ran Conferences on a quarterly basis offering deep introspection into the chosen 

conference topic.

  Strong tradition of boat design and boat building.  The Atlantic College Lifeboat Station was 

active from 1963, staffed mostly by students until 2013.



Kurt Hahn and religion
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Lola Hahn-Warburg. 

•

•

•

• She was a key member of the Committee for the Care of the 
Concentration Camp Children and played an important part in the pre-
war Kindertransport. She was involved in the Windermere reception 
centre and was a vice-president of the Youth Aliyah movement.



Kurt Hahn, the man
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Kurt Hahn’s later years
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World Holocaust Memorial Day 26/1/25

A plaque was unveiled at Gordonstoun



Quotes



Quotes

‘Plus est en vous’ (Motto of Gordonstoun). There is more in you than 

you think, which he interpreted to mean there is more strength, more 

courage and more compassion in a person than he ever imagined.

Your disability is your opportunity. 



Kurt Hahn’s values and principles are 
still as relevant today as they were a 
century ago and continue to shape 
educational thought. 

They continue to be in action 
throughout the world today. 

“It was the passion of his life, his 
life’s work: to help as many people 
as possible to fulfil their own 
promise, to be the best they can be, 
to live with courage, compassion 
and love. Through help to those ‘in 
danger and in need’ youth can strike 
the deepest chords of the human 
spirit. 



Kurt Hahn in 1955
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