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On a certain Monday morning in January 1871 I came down to West 
croydon and walked along North end, and I was determined not to 

ask anyone where the school was, because I knew I should recognise it 
directly I came upon it, and a thrill of delight passed through me when 

I found the place so much better than I had expected. I felt that if a 
great school were not established here it would not be the fault of the 

site or the buildings, but of myself.

ro b e rt  b ro d i e , p e r c y  128.

A class of younger boys at the start of the twentieth century. A ghostly image of the master at the 
back of the class overlaps a poster headed Spelling Rules.
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the fiRSt inhAbitAntS

When the Governors re-opened the school in 1871, they wanted no 
boys from outside croydon, and moreover drafted a prospectus in 
which it was called archbishop Whitgift’s Middle-class Day School. 

That indeed was an apt description of the school I joined in 1955, but in the 
1871 prospectus’s final form it was entitled simply Whitgift School, croydon. 
They had appointed as its first head a tutor at Oxford, robert Brodie. he was 
thirty, and had been married for four months when the school opened in May 
1871. The Governors’ original choice had turned them down after visiting 
croydon. Brodie had never been to the town, but was delighted by the new 
school when he came, and accepted. at the school’s opening ceremony on  
4 May 1871 he said, in front of an assembly including the first ninety-nine pupils:

The object … is to give to every boy who comes here a sound liberal education. 
By education I mean no mere cramming of facts and theories – no mere teaching 
of accomplishments. … By ‘liberal’ I mean such a training as will develop a boy’s 
powers to the greatest extent of which they are capable, and which will make him 
able, when he has left school, to master readily and thoroughly any kind of learning 
or business which he may wish.

The only thing that will make a good school is good boys – boys good in conduct, 
good in learning, good in all kinds of healthy games, boys, in short, who are pos-
sessed of what is called the public school spirit. That is a school in which the boys are 
honest and truthful, in which they work with a will and play with a will, in which 
every boy tries to excel, and in which the boys regard their masters, not as their 
natural enemies and tormentors, but as their real friends… 

brodie, Robert (bob) headmaster 1871–1902

Brodie was head for what was left of the Victorian era, and retired in 1903 after 
teaching a generation of boys. This is what they recalled of him:

robert Brodie, ‘Bob’, was there, as a sort of God: one saw him at Prayers and on such 
occasions, and that was all. We took him for granted, like a sovereign.

although a stern disciplinarian, he was invariably considerate and sympathetic 
towards dull boys who he was convinced were doing their best, poor though it 
might be. 

his lessons were never merely lessons, and when he took the Sixth there was no sub-
ject which came up which he did not make interesting, even to the less intelligent, 
by some striking comparison or contrast, or by some comment, serious or humor-
ous, which compelled attention or excited curiosity. he was not in the least pedantic, 
and intellectual arrogance was as foreign to him as intellectual snobbery.

a boy was wildly swinging his satchel one morning in the doorway of Big School, 
and caught the head a glancing blow as he entered for Prayers. Mr Brodie adjusted 
his glasses and mortar-board and said quietly: ‘You should be careful – you might hit 
someone.’ a great man was rB. 


