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Introduction 
The moment one begins to investigate the truth of the simplest facts which one 
has accepted as true about one’s own life, it is as though one has stepped off a firm 
narrow path into a bog or quicksand. Every step one takes one sinks more deeply 
into the bog of uncertainty. 

From Downhill All the Way, Liam Hudson (1944–52)

This is a book of recollections, and memory is a tricky thing, as Professor Liam 
Hudson points out on the first page of his autobiography. He’d remembered as 
a five-year-old hearing Chamberlain’s Peace in Our Time speech to reporters, 
from his perch on his father’s shoulders on the roof of the Croydon Airport hotel 
in 1938. But in Chapter 7 he recalls realising as an adult that, 200 yards away, 
he couldn’t possibly have heard it. It gets worse, because Chamberlain didn’t 
even land at Croydon aerodrome, but at Heston. Hudson became a professor 
of Psychology and in 1966 wrote the highly influential Contrary Imaginations: A 
Psychological Study of the English Schoolboy, so if anyone would know about memory’s 
unreliability, it’s him.

This is a compilation of stories from men recalling their schooldays, sometimes 
as long as eighty years after the events they’re sure they remember. That there are 
contradictions and uncertainties must therefore be no surprise. You have only to 
look at the story in Chapter 13 of the branch that felled the Headmaster Geoffrey 
Marlar on Big Side in 1949 while watching a rugby match. Or was it North Field 
in 1948, watching cricket? Often, if not on this occasion, the Whitgiftian maga-
zine can give a clue. Sometimes we can cross-refer with other memories, as with 
the pooling of stories about the first years of pentathlon in the 1960s, or with the 
so-called Great Desk Swap of 1960. But mostly we can’t, and we have to take the 
Boys’ Own Tales on trust. I expect, indeed hope, therefore, that readers who were 
at the school will add their few penn’orth after they’ve read it. So this is by way of 
apology for the many errors that are sure to be there still.

The reminiscences cover about 100 years. I began by soliciting stories from 
those former Whitgift boys contactable by email. That brought in a range of 
memories from about 1935 to 1980, but very few from after that date. I aug-
mented it with a cache of tales of the school in the Second World War, which 
had been triggered by the discovery a decade ago of the old school shelters 
under Puntabout, a short distance from the Junior playground. I then scoured 
Whitgiftian magazines back to the start of the twentieth century, and found here 
and there some fascinating reminiscences, most written in old age. This gave 
such a vivid picture of the early Whitgift after its refounding in 1871 that I’ve 
stretched back the book’s scope to 1880, so we cover a century, from before the 
first motor car to after the first man set foot on the moon. The lifespan, in fact, 
of the great school Science teacher Harry Micklewright, who lived from 1882 
to 1979. The Whitgiftian trawl, too, gave me the opportunity to look at school 
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debate topics, so the reader can track how the preoccupations of the world 
around them changed, and they form a chapter of their own, the last but one.

The book is the story of the school in the boys’ own words. I have added a 
commentary, as minimal as possible, and quoted at times from Freddie Percy’s 
immense work of patient study Whitgift School, a History. To make it clear what 
you’re reading, the boys’ stories are indented; the narrative is not, and is in a 
larger typeface. The Percy extracts are in italics. This is not a formal history, of 
course, but a record of what stuck in the memories of generations of boys – the 
hopes and fears, the jokes and japes, the joys and travails, and the masters. It 
should be no surprise that they should be so central, comprising over a third of 
the book. For a nervous boy of ten or eleven their personalities loomed large, 
and their traits are recorded lovingly and sometimes fearfully. Perhaps the great-
est difference that boys at the Whitgift of today will notice, and sometimes be 
shocked by, is the physical punishment meted out by both masters and prefects 
as recently as 1980. It could be argued that this looms too large, but I’m clear 
that it’s what men choose to recall that’s important in building up a picture of 
school life as they saw it at the time.

The book could have been structured in many ways, but I have chosen to pre-
sent it principally by theme, albeit with an underlying historical thread. So, for 
example, there are chapters about masters of each period strategically placed, 
starting with Robert Brodie’s time in Chapter 3, up to about 1900, and ending 
with the post-war generation in Chapters 14 and 15. Because of the book’s struc-
ture, it was clear from the outset that many contributions which ranged across 
several topics needed to be split up. That, and the request of some writers for their 
contributions to be anonymous, led to the early decision that I would not litter the 
book with contributors’ names, but list them at the end, simply with their dates at 
school. So much did I receive that I have had to cut and reorganise many contribu-
tions, and I hope the writers will forgive me. Many told the same story in different 
ways. There is certainly still some duplication, which I’ve retained where it adds 
to the sense of the impact that, say, a particular master had on generations of boys. 
Just a few of the contributions come from masters themselves.

I must thank many people, and above all those who took the time to contrib-
ute their reminiscences and their photos. Of course, anyone researching Whitgift 
owes a huge debt to Freddie Percy, the indefatigable correspondent, whose life at 
the school and in its service spanned eighty years. His work was taken up a few 
years ago by Bill Wood, not a former Whitgift boy but now a Whitgift expert, the 
archetypal archivist – self-effacing, diligent, constructive, and always immensely 
helpful. Nigel Platts, who arrived at school on the same day and in the same 
form as me, has a phenomenal memory and fund of stories, and corrected many 
errors of fact. Both were extremely generous with their time to one who, living 
the wrong side of London, had little contact with the school between 1964 and 
late in 2010. It was then that I met Pip Burley, who gave me the first stories, and 
whose enthusiasm encouraged me to assemble this book. I hope you enjoy it, 
whether you’re a former pupil or master, the long-suffering partner or child of 
one, a prospective parent, or a baffled onlooker with no link to Whitgift – yet.


