The real aim of gymnastics is health
Part I
Medical/remedial gymnastics and massage
at Madame’s college in Hampstead
and later at Kingsfield, Dartford, prior to World War I
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In 1898, Work and Play in Girls’ Schools was published by three Headmistresses. Miss Dorothea Beale,
Miss Lucy Soulsby and Miss Frances Dove
Section III, titled Cultivation of the Body, was written by Miss Frances Dove,
In this article, Miss Dove, by then Headmistress of Wycombe Abbey School, made mention of the work
undertaken by her gymnastics mistress, trained by Professor Törngreen at the Royal Central Institute, in
Stockholm. Miss Dove made mention of Fröken Esther Ida Caroline Schermanson who she had appointed to her
staff at St Leonards School in 1891. This text provides an insight into the expectations of the Headmistresses of
girls’ schools in 1898.
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Introduction
The real aim of gymnastics is health.
Madame Bergman Ӧsterberg 1899

Madame entered the Royal Central Gymnastics Institute in Stockholm in 1879 and embarked on a two year
course. The curriculum included pedagogical and medical gymnastics. Her studies were based on Pehr Henrik
Ling’s system of Swedish gymnastics.
The course Madame constructed for her students, firstly at Hampstead in 1885 and continued at Dartford from
1895, reflected her own training in Sweden.
Alfred Pomfret in Dartford College 1885–1985 wrote:
It was natural that the course at Hampstead should be modelled on Madame’s own training... there was a
medical bias in the syllabus. This, of course, necessitated the study of human anatomy and physiology together
with hygiene, massage and remedial gymnastics.
Jonathan May in Madame Bergman-Österberg recorded, quoting The Report of the Hampstead Physical Training
1895, that, including Madame, only eight female gymnasts trained at the Royal Central Gymnastics Institute were
working in England and one in Scotland.
At Hampstead, Madame offered private medical gymnastic classes and massage sessions. Sometimes the
students assisted her. Problems such as spinal curvature, rheumatism and chronic constipation were helped by
her treatments.
Rhoda Anstey (1895) was interested in remedial gymnastics and, on completion of her course at Hampstead in
1895, she set up The Hygienic Home for Ladies in Somerset where she treated and cared for patients. In 1897
she founded Anstey Physical Training College and placed emphasis on these aspects of her curriculum. Theodora
Johnson (1887) had established herself as the Principal of The Swedish Institute for Physical Education, in Clifton
by 1889 and Gertrude Thomas founded the Manchester College of Swedish Gymnastics in 1904.
At the International Congress for Women, held in London, in July 1899, Madame explained to her international
audience:
The real aim of gymnastics is health. Taken in time they prevent bad habits, they correct bad postures, and
conducive to correct movement. They are the necessary accompaniment of methodical games to counteract
one-sided development.
A few of Madame’s students did not train to be teachers but, instead, qualified as a certified masseuse and
medical gymnast. Examples include Helen McAllum (1891) and Daisy Humphreys (1894). Some of Madame’s
former students, who had followed the teaching course, also chose not to teach full time in schools but instead set
themselves up in private practice. This either involved teaching in more than one school or providing private
remedial/medical gymnastics and massage for individual patients. Occasionally students combined both.
Madame’s reports in 1893,1895 and 1898 provide information about the work her former students undertook.
New institutions began to emerge to provide training in medical gymnastics, massage and medical electricity. One
example was the Swedish Institute and Clinique, founded by Dr Mary Coghill Hawkes in Cromwell Road, London,
in 1904. Students were trained to meet the requirements of the ISTM certificate In the same year,
All colleges of physical training included medical/remedial gymnastics and massage in their curriculum and many
of Madame’s students, and those trained elsewhere, were able to contribute to the war effort by working in
hospitals during WWI as members of the Almeric Paget Medical Corps or in other equivalent roles.
Although Clinic was not formally set up until 1917, by Dr Barrie Lambert, there is evidence that Madame’s students
were trained to treat patients by medical/remedial gymnastics from 1892/1893.
Jane Claydon (1968)
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Theodora Johnson
Some of this material has been published previously in Hampstead Physical Training College 1885—1895.
Theodora Johnson was one of Madame’s original four students.
The census in 1891 stated that Theodora was living in Clifton, Bristol with Fernanda Dahl. Theodora was recorded
as a Physical Educationalist on the Ling system. (Fernanda Dahl was born in Sweden and she attended
Hampstead Physical Training College at exactly the same time as Theodora.)
Madame Bergman Österberg’s Reports published in 1893 and in 1898, recorded Theodora Johnson was in private
practice in Clifton. The 1893 Report, also recorded that Gwendoline Hosken (1889) was working with them, as an
assistant.
In 1897 Theodora published a significant booklet: The Swedish system of physical education: its medical and
general aspects. This was an expanded version of a paper she read before members of the British Medical
Association. This publication included photographs which featured the gymnasium at Theodora’s college. It had a
small gallery and was constructed in a similar in style to the Hampstead gymnasium at the Physical Training
College.
By 1904 Theodora styled herself as the Principal of The Swedish Institute for Physical Education, at 20 Vyvyan
Terrace, Clifton, Bristol.
The following advertisement, which appeared in the Common Cause, published by the National Union of Women
Suffrage Societies, suggests Madame was supportive of Theodora’s work, as was Dr Mary Scharlieb. She was a
very distinguished physician.
Common Cause, Thursday 04 May 1911 p.20
The Swedish Institute for Physical Education, Clifton, Bristol
Patrons: Her Grace Duchess of Beaufort, The Lord Bishop of Bristol, Sir William Church Bt., KCB., MD.,
LLD., ScD., President of the Royal College of Physicians, Mrs Scharlieb MD, MS., Madame Bergman Österberg
(and others).
Medical: Under medical supervision. Physical defects are corrected by selected exercises. Cases treated
by massage, Medico-manual movements, and electricity.
The pages below are taken from Theodora’s book, The Swedish system of physical education: its medical and
general aspects. They provide evidence of the detailed knowledge some of Madame’s early students had about
medical gymnastics. A copy of the book is held in The Ӧsterberg Collection.
© The Ӧsterberg Collection
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Medical gymnastics and massage
There is written evidence which indicates that medical gymnastics was part of Madame’s early curriculum at
Hampstead. Several students mentioned it in letters which are held in The Ӧsterberg Collection. Ethel Cremmer
Rowe, entered college in 1891 but, because of her young age, undertook a three year course of training. In a letter
addressed to Miss V. Jeans, written in 1952, Ethel wrote that massage and medical gymnastics was introduced in
1892-1893. Ethel also mentioned that Madame had a resident patient, Nina Poore. The students were allowed to
teach her to swim. Swimming must have been part of her treatment, alongside remedial gymnastics.

© The Osterberg Collection

Anna Pagan (1894), in a letter addressed to her mother on 28th October 1892, mentioned medical gyms. Several
students including Anna wrote to their former schools to record their experience at college for the pupils and staff.
Most of the information was fairly general but Leila Wheely wrote to St Catharine's, Bramley in 1896 and mentioned
medical gymnastics and massage.

© St Catherine’s, Bramley
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Madame’s Report 1895, included details submitted by two former Hampstead students about their work

© The Ӧsterberg Collection

Stina Bergoo qualified in 1893. Florence Boyle (sometimes Boile) was a married, mature student and she
completed her training in 1894. Stina provided evidence for gymnastics classes and medicals at Sheffield High
School and Florence explained her work was mostly medical. (Stina’s successor, Martha Belflage was trained at
the Royal Central Gymnastics Institute, in Stockholm.)
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In February 1898, Ethel Rigby wrote a letter, describing her life at college, which was published in the St Leonards
Gazette.

Further information is included in an article from a The South Place Magazine, published by South Place Chapel &
Institute, Finsbury, E.C. dated 1898. It appears to have been written following a visit by members to Kingsfield.
The object of the Society was the cultivation of a rational religious sentiment, the study of ethical principles, and the
promotion of human welfare, in harmony with advancing knowledge. It later became the Conway Hall Ethical
Society.
The visit appears to have been one of the members’ cycle runs. A future visit to Kingsfield is mentioned in the
June issue of the magazine in 1898. It was part of a programme of visits to places of interest which included
hospitals.

The visit of a group of members of the South Place Society is an example of the many visitors Madame received at
Kingsfield.
Her guests frequently followed up their visits by publishing a paper or an article in their group’s magazine. It
enabled Madame’s work to become more widely known amongst a larger circle of the population. It provided a
topic of discussion and meetings and perhaps social events.
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Hilda Pagan wrote an account of her time at Hampstead and Dartford which was published in the
St George’s Chronicle in 1902
Hilda did not train to teach gymnastics and games but qualified as a medical gymnast. She set herself up in
private practice at 13 Blackett Place, Edinburgh.

In 1902, Sylvia Cowles also wrote a letter to her former school which was published in the Old Felician
She mentioned medical gymnastics and suggested some students take up this branch of the profession when they
completed their course. Sylvia was one of the old students who, during WWI and afterwards, used her experience
in massage to work with patients in Poland under the auspices of the American Society of Friends.

1902 © St Felix School, Southwold
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The Bergman Ӧsterberg Union magazine, published in 1976 included an article in which E.R. Clarke (1906)
reflecting on her course at college between 1904—1906 wrote:
The two year Course of studies was focussed on the technique, theory and method of teaching Physical
Education and Remedial (Medical) Gymnastics, including the treatment of minor ailments.
Madame aimed at excellence in all she undertook; she believed in positive health and self discipline: that good
posture mattered and that a trained gymnast would recognise any deviation, however slight, in poise or action
and know how to put it right.
Other references to this work are included elsewhere. Anna Holmblad (1902) was appointed by Mary Tait (1892) to
the staff of Dunfermline College of Hygiene and Physical Training in 1908.
The Dunfermline College of Physical Education Old Students Magazine recorded in 1925 that:
Anna did not dress as a gymnast wearing mostly a navy blue suit, surmounted by a short fur jacket in the colder
weather. She ran a very well organised clinic for remedial exercise and massage. This was an innovation in
Dunfermline which soon became very popular in the town and surrounding districts.
Anna married Professor Carl Westerblad of Stockholm University. In 1909, he had published Ling, the founder of
Swedish Gymnastics, his work and his importance.
Lilla Courtnall (1893) advertised some books for sale in the Journal of Scientific Physical Education in
1913. The list does provide an insight into the reference books students were required to have at that time. Lilla,
initially went into private practice after completing her training but then held two different teaching posts in
Dorchester. By 1901, she was part owner of a private school in Thorpe Next Norwich with her sisters. She later
moved to Westcliff- on-Sea. The 1911 census indicated she was a Swedish medical gymnast living at 10 Argyll
Road, Westcliff-on-sea. In 1913 she joined The Ling Association.

The Ӧsterberg Collection not only holds information about the Chartered Society of Massage and Medical
Gymnastics but also a collection of books about massage and medical gymnastics which were probably used by
students during their course. These include:


The elements of Kellgren's manual treatment, by Edgar F. Cyriax 1903.



Swedish medical gymnastics, its technique and effects, by J. Arvedson. [19--]. 160p. Notes translated from
the Swedish for private circulation only, for the use of the students of Dr. Lambert's Training College.
(Donated by Elizabeth A. McLeod who completed her training in 1918.)



Massage and the original Swedish movements, their application to various diseases of the body ... , by Kurre
W. Ostrom. 7th ed, rev and enlarged with one hundred and fifteen illustrations 1912.



Massage manual intended for the use of students for the ISTM examination, by M. Pireau 1912.
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In 1905, Hilda Pagan (1902) wrote an article about the work of The Swedish Gymnast which was published
in the St George’s Chronicle

© 1905 St George’s

Hilda also included information about a proportion of old students who set up in private practice. She explained
that some went to towns where they felt there was the opportunity to set up a private gymnasium. Hilda indicated
that if the local people were responsive this could result in the need for one or more assistants and a successful
business.
This type of private practice involved running gymnastics classes for women and children and also providing
massage and perhaps exercises for patients, either at their home or at the gymnasium.
Hilda was trained as a medical gymnast, not as a teacher and she ran a private practice in Edinburgh from her
home.
In this article, Hilda also mentioned that the Children’s hospital in Edinburgh employed a Swedish masseuse and a
medical gymnast who both visited daily to give treatments.
This article also stated that in 1905 the college fees were thirty-six guineas a term but the cost of books, games
outfit and clothing were additional costs. Hilda explained that students were required to wear their college uniform
from Monday morning until Saturday night.
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The Ling Association
Ida M. Webb in her dissertation Women's Physical Education in Great Britain, 1800—1966, with special reference
to teacher training included information about the founding of the Ling Association in 1899.
Ling Association 15th March 1899. (First Circular) 1 Broadhurst Gardens, Hampstead, N.W.
At a meeting held in the Hampstead Gymnasium in January, an Association was formed admitting as members
all women trained at Madame Bergman Osterberg's Physical Training College or at the Royal Institute of
Gymnastics, Stockholm. This Association was formed for the purpose of banding together the graduates of
these institutions with the intention of placing physical education on a higher basis than before; of ultimately
obtaining a registered list of those duly qualified to teach Swedish Gymnastics and to give Massage in a
thoroughly trained manner.
Founding members of the Ling Association trained at Hampstead and/or Dartford are listed below. The
work they were undertaking, as recorded in Madame’s report in 1898, is stated.
Office Bearers:
Emily Baker
Mary Hankinson
Margaret Lucas

H 1891
D 1898
H/D 1896

Private practice in Leicester
Private practice in Hornsey
Hampstead Gymnasium

Committee
Rhoda Anstey
Theodora Johnson
Mrs Matthews
Ethel Petty
Margaret Stansfeld
Vida Sturge,
Constance Thomas
Mrs Weiss
Hannah Williamson

H 1895
Principal of Anstey College of Physical Training
H 1887
Principal of the Swedish Institute for Physical Education, Clifton
D 1897 (née Marion Walpole), Private practice Dublin
D 1897
Private practice in Edinburgh
H 1886
Teaching in a several different schools
H 1893
Private practice in Sheffield
H 1888
Private practice in London
H 1891 (née Evelyn Spence-Watson) Private practice but, by 1898 Superintendent of
Physical Training in Public Day Schools Co.
H/D 1896
Teaching at The Mount School, York

By 1899, Rhoda Anstey was Principal of Anstey College of Physical Training. Theodora Johnson was Principal of
The Swedish Institute for Physical Education, in Clifton and had already published The Swedish system of physical
education: its medical and general aspects. Both old students placed great emphasis on Swedish gymnastics and
medical gymnastics and were leaders in their field.
It is significant that these influential women, trained by Madame (with the exception of Margaret Stansfeld and
Hannah Williamson), had chosen private practice as their way of work at that time. Madame made it known in
1891 that she preferred her students to dedicate their time to the pupils in one school.
The influence of The Ling Association was considerable. Ida M. Webb explained:
By 1904, the Association was conducting its own examination and issuing a Diploma in Physical Training.
This continued until 1931. All holders became eligible for membership of the Association, widening of
conditions for membership of the Association.
The Ling Association Magazine, published in 1909, recorded:
At the Annual Meeting in January last, the constitution of the Association was amended so as to include
ordinary members, associates, and honorary members, the latter to consist of medical practitioners and
others who are specially interested in Physical Education, and who, on the recommendation of the
Committee, are invited by the Association to become honorary members. The first members to accept the
invitation to become honorary members are Miss H. Alstrom, M.B., B.S., Miss F. Barrie Lambert, M.B.,
B.S., and Miss Ruth Skelton B.Sc.
Miss H. Alstrom, M.B., B.S., was trained, originally, at the Royal Central Institute for Gymnastics, Stockholm and
had been President of the Ling Association. Ruth Skelton had trained at Chelsea College of P.T. between 1898—
1900, and then studied for a degree in Physiology at Bedford College, London.
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