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I brought with me the idea of running a Science conversazione. after 
the exams boys did all sorts of things. they made plastics, they made 
synthetic detergents, all sorts of pharmaceutical products. One of the 
things one set of boys wanted to do was the chemistry of brewing, so 

we did this and it went very well. the following March the Headmaster 
in his annual report referred to the fact that we had succeeded in 

brewing quite a tolerable beer. this appeared in the local press, and the 
following day a member of the customs and excise appeared, asking to 
see a sample of the brew. I said I was frightfully sorry but it had gone 

down the drain at the end of July.
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The 1930s brought a natural enthusiasm for speed. Here are Whitgift’s three 
entrants in the second annual Schools Motorbike Trials in 1930. Headgear 

back then was a matter of personal choice.
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clubs and Societies waxed and waned – gone are the short-lived bus-
spotting, model railway, meccano and jigsaw clubs – but many, such as 
the Debating and Ornithological Societies, maintained their popularity 

through thick and thin. Later we’ll see how school debates reflected the great 
issues of the day, but here are a few memories of school societies and trips abroad.

SO andrew inspired a happy few with a love of and zest for all the good things of the 
mind – literature and music, history and travel. a visit to the Opera at covent Garden 
with him in term time was a delicious piece of truancy.

Stokes and Worters taught the maid how to make apple-pie beds. We captured an 
escaped canary, which we brought back to england and christened clément, in 
honour of our landlady.  Whitgiftian July 1914.

I wanted to fly fighter aircraft, drive fast cars, and perform other feats. In my day-
dreams I would be the schoolboy’s idol, heroically doing fantastically courageous 
things and then nonchalantly signing autographs. I had immense enthusiasm and 
never doubted for one moment that I should ultimately achieve that which I so 
ardently desired. I was a devoted member of the school motor club. One of the 
other members was John cunningham, later to become a famous test pilot. the club 
members would drive a variety of decrepit motor-cycles and cars around the school 
grounds. We were, of course, far too young to hold driving licences.

In Frankfurt I managed to get myself arrested for taking cine-camera films of Nazis 
drilling. I was put into a cell in the local police station, and was released a few hours 
later when I had ostentatiously destroyed some unused film stock. the films of the 
Nazis drilling came out quite well…

School clubs. For me, this consisted of the Ornithological Society, which I joined 
because I didn’t know what the word meant, but which resulted in some good trips 
by coach to the North Kent Marshes for waders and down into the Weald for night-
ingales. and the chess club, where I rose to board 48 at 50-board matches. I was an 
occasional migrant at the christian Union, without at that time having any personal 
commitment, and remember some of the Fact and Faith films – rather american in 
presentation, but still very graphic, before the days of David attenborough on tV, 
(which we didn’t get until the coronation in 1953 anyway). I think on one occasion 
we had a visit from George cansdale of the London Zoo, who allowed us to handle 
a young alligator. I don’t recall how he linked this to the Bible.

I became joint leader of the christian Union. We organised weekly prayer and bible 
study meetings, but the classroom we used was terribly noisy for hundreds of boys 
were arriving and slamming their metal locker doors. We were about to discontinue 
our meetings, but Mr Marlar had heard of our difficulty and invited us to use the 
lounge of his house, which we gratefully accepted, and whenever we had an outside 
speaker he laid on tea and biscuits for him. 

the Bernadotte Society; we used to call it the Bernard-dotty Society, with emphasis 
on the dotty, just to annoy charlie chester.
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