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Fragments of recollections. a timid boy in short trousers walks into 
Big School on his first day filled with trepidation. he blinks and he 

is climbing the stairs to the stage to collect the house championship 
shield and his leaving prize. he blinks again and middle age is 

advancing on him, implacable as a village constable.

What did we all do with the last fifty years?

A moment frozen in time by a young boy’s box camera on Midsummer’s Day in 1949 on a school 
trip down the Thames. At this point in their lives they are all just boys having fun. The one yelling 

at the back will become Second Prefect, the photographer himself a broadcaster and writer.
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Several contributors made general observations on their time at school. In 
a self-selecting sample, we can expect most of them to reflect on it fondly 
– most, but not all. 

I was in the Lower Sixth when my mother, who I loved very much, became ill and 
died. at the age of seventeen this was traumatic, yet, not knowing how to cope, I 
tried to carry on at school as if nothing had happened. I can still recall the reaction 
of the staff. they must have known what had happened and yet there was no undue 
sentiment, no singling out, no private or public display of sympathy, just a quiet 
sense of understanding which was precisely what I wanted. In retrospect I can see 
that death was no stranger to this generation of teachers. they had survived the war, 
many with distinguished military records, and most would have faced bereavement 
at first hand. Of course, none of this was ever discussed with us. how different to 
today when we seem to revel in great tsunamis of sentiment. We were privileged to 
be taught by those men and, looking back, I rather regret the hard times we inflicted 
on the easier targets among them. 

My overriding sense is that Whitgift wasn’t so much a school as it was a place to 
spend the greatest amount of time as possible, where you could expect everyone 
there to want to help you, and where you could explore what you wanted to do, 
and engage with masters intelligently on a wide range of topics. I was allowed to 
do things there that would have probably landed me in a juvenile court for making 
explosives but instead was treated with a kind and guiding tolerance. a gem of a 
place.

I absolutely loved my time at Whitgift and used to hate it when term came to an end 
and I would look forward to the start of the new term.

What really seemed to matter more than anything was Sport, Drama and the ccF. I 
often thought of Whitgift as a sports club, a military academy and a college of Drama 
and Music.

In the class-conscious world I grew up in, public school boys grew up totally igno-
rant. One of my best friends at home was considered a bit down-market, not because 
he was a Jew, but because his father and uncle ran a ladies’ dress shop in croydon. 
‘Getting your hands dirty’ was something that happened to other people, preferably 
north of the thames. We had been conditioned to know our place, and no more 
mixed above our caste than would an Indian babu with a Maharajah or a sweeper. 

I was bound for the city. Like me, many young men born into the blinkered 
middle classes of the 1920s and 1930s were persuaded by parents hit by the Great 
Depression to go all out for security at work. the two careers that did not demand 
costly further education were Banking and Insurance. My fateful coin had spun 
uncertainly for a while until my father who, ravaged by tB had not long to live, 
arranged for me to go into an Insurance office. But, I say thankfully but guiltily, hitler 
had other ideas. 

One of my biggest criticisms from the 1950s is that at the age of thirteen you had to 
decide whether you were an arts person or a scientist, and if you were an arts person 


