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early in the war he had to extinguish an incendiary bomb which fell on 
the Science block one night when he was on guard duty, though this 

was nothing compared to clearing up after the unwitting explosions that 
masters had caused. ‘You don’t have to be mad to work at Whitgift, but it 
helps. The boys pass by in a perpetual state of youth, never ageing, never 

changing. Still the same little devils. That’s what keeps me so young.’

  w h i t g i f t i a n , s u m m e r  1976.

Cheery as ever, the much-loved lab technician Harold Girdlestone in the 1970s.
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The school in the 1950s and 60s had a number of engaging characters 
who were not on the teaching staff, but who left their mark in many 
ways. 

Girdlestone, Harold, 1936–76

harold came in on 3 January 1936 for interview with Mr Micklewright. he began 
the following day at £1 for a six-day week. Apart from four years’ service ‘supplying 
ammunition to the front line and propping up sergeants’ messes in North Africa and 
Italy during the war,’ he worked in the same old school labs all his working life. 

Mr Girdlestone was marvellous. It didn’t matter what they wanted, harold would 
come along and help them through it. he worked all hours and was never put out: 
he’d see what he could do and his enthusiasm and good humour carried the day. The 
boys thought the world of him, because they knew their failures would never go 
further. he was really splendid. One of the earliest recollections I have when he came 
back from the war was hearing the voice of my colleague Mr Lockett, who was not 
absolutely 100% at manipulating chemicals, echoing down the corridor outside the 
elementary lab door: ‘hawrold! hawrold!’ And harold would come and sort out and 
clear the mess without any fuss. And glass-blow a replacement…

Then there was harold, the ever-present laboratory assistant with his brown overalls 
and knowledge of all things mechanical. 

harold Girdlestone, the Lab Technician, was a great help to me as a budding rocket-
eer. I remember mixing up some rocket fuel that should really have been tested out-
side. Instead he let me ignite it in a fume chamber. I have never seen so much smoke 
in my life. I also sent up a hydrogen balloon with gas from his chemical stores, with 
a simple radiosonde attached. Apparently traffic stopped on the main road when 
drivers thought it was a UFO.

There was one classic story. A newly-arrived chemistry master who taught about 
1933–4, when I was studying Physics with chemistry up to O level. he fell out with 
one of his lab assistants who were employed to deal out the chemicals, whose name 
I think was harold. harold took advantage of the fact that the teacher concerned was 
colour-blind, and provided him with the wrong chemicals to mix for a particular 
(usually colourful) classroom experiment. The teacher was baffled when the result 
he had so confidently predicted did not in fact occur.

Henry, Mrs (Ma Henry) Left 1959 

empress of the dining hall was the one and only Ma henry. even if any alumnus has 
forgotten all the schoolmasters, he will not have forgotten Ma henry. Prefects strove 
to find suitable graces to be said prior to consumption of her lunches.


