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CHAPTER 14

Mr Bell was also known for his habit of playing the bagpipes in 
the Copse. He had served with the Black Watch during the Second 
World War. In the 1960s he would unwind after a hard day in the 
classroom by marching through the Copse playing a pibroch or 

lament as the light faded over South Croydon.

A blow-up from a staff photo of 1961 – all but one are recalled in the text. From back left to front 
right: Williams, Branston, Sami, Bell, Clay, Abbott; Yeo, Naftel, Odom, Tolman, Schad; Prime, Parr, 

Ewen, Marlar, Holden. Some big hitters there, both intellectually and physically.
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Geoffrey Marlar’s arrival soon after the end of the war coincided with a 
replacement of older teachers, many weary and overdue for retirement, 
by much younger men, many after war service.

The Old Guard, as they liked to be known, held on through the war, long after several 
of them had wished to retire.

This house advocates compulsory euthanasia for all schoolmasters over the age of 
forty-five. The motion was rejected ‘hilariously’ by 38-4 with 7 abstentions. 

Whitgiftian, July 1945.

Inevitably nicknames were bestowed on the newcomers with the uncanny and devas-
tating accuracy that only schoolboys seem to have for summing up an entire persona 
in a single name. Once so labelled by the generation he started with, the teacher 
would wear it for life or until he went to another school.

What made Whitgift was, of course, the members of staff. When I first arrived most 
of them had nicknames like ‘Owl’ Holden, ‘Spud’ Russell, ‘Snowy’ Whyte, ‘Teeth and 
Trousers’ Hussey, ‘Cod’ Blatherwick, ‘Shriek’ Smith. Later their Christian names came 
to be substituted for nicknames. It would not be exaggerating to say that I loved and 
adored many of them and there is no doubt that they were hugely influential in my 
wish to become a schoolmaster myself.

As before, we’ll go through the list of post-war teachers in alphabetical order, 
which means we start with one who did not stay long but made an instant 
impact – in every way.

Abbott, Jeffrey S (Cheyenne) 1958–62

When Jeff Abbott was about to join the school, Marlar announced that he was ‘due 
this term’, but hadn’t yet been released. Merriment all round. When a fortnight later 
he’d caned his first class en masse we began to wonder whether perhaps…

Everyone who was there will recall Marlar announcing in Assembly that Jeff Abbott, 
due to start teaching that September, had ‘not yet been released’. Also that he later 
made headlines: ‘Fisticuffs at Twickers’, when as a team member of Harlequins he 
had been involved in an on-pitch brawl. He taught us Greek, and when we came to 
learn a particularly tricky group of verbs, the ‘-mi’ verbs, he said: ‘You could boil a 
kettle by putting it on your head and reciting the -mi verbs.’

The name of Jeff Abbott comes up with great frequency and, given his style and 
notoriety (captain of Harlequins and photographed in The Daily Express laying out 
McSweeney of London Irish in a match at Twickenham) it is not surprising. After 
Whitgift he went on to Uppingham and became a housemaster; he also married the 
daughter of Kim Philby. When he died he received a full obituary in The Times which 
concentrated exclusively on his time at Uppingham, where he invented a house flag 
with crossed canes as its centrepiece. I understand that he had a wish to become 
a headmaster and applied for the job at Trinity but was rejected by the governors 
(probably the right answer but almost certainly for the wrong reasons).
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