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‘ely was splendid’, said his colonel that night, as he lay severely 
wounded in a captured German dug-out. ‘he was out on the top, 
running about, getting his men along, and treating the shells as so 

much dirt.’ The company was soon thinned out by machine-gun fire, 
for the enemy commanded all the approaches. When within fifty yards 

of the wood Dennis ely was shot by a sniper through the head, and 
died almost immediately.

  w h i t g i f t i a n , n ov e m b e r  1916.

Founder’s Day, March 1914. Three of the front rank would be dead by 1918. The fourth survived, 
became a professional soldier, but died in the Second World War.
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The First World War would soon dispel such a view, but to the British 
schoolboy war before 1914 seems to have been regarded as something 
of a game, and an occasion for displaying patriotism.

During the Boer War period of 1899–1901 buttonholes gave way to war buttons. 
There were war button photographs of Buller, Baden-powell, roberts, Kitchener and 
many others. a competitive spirit was abroad, which led some ardent boys to smother 
their jackets with buttons. One boy who flashed a redoubtable display was Len ebbutt. 
It was during the early days of the war that I saw an actual full dress school fight. 
clement Mason, the boy of a springy walk and son of the rev Mason, challenged a 
bigger boy named Diplock, accused of being a pro-Boer. a ring was set up outside 
the cloisters and in short time the pair were at it hammer and tongs. a thick crowd 
of boys blocked interference, but by the time Mason had been rather heavily pasted, 
authority stepped in and stopped the fight.  Recalled in Whitgiftian, July 1952.

The First World War

The First World War began unexpectedly in the school’s – and the politicians’ 
– summer holiday, on 4 august 1914. as we know, some thought it would be 
over by christmas, but by the time the December Whitgiftian editorial was being 
written, it was clear we were in for a long haul:

The war is daily becoming more gigantic and terrible. Thousands upon thousands 
are being drawn into the grim vortex. Thousands are ready to take their place.

Whitgiftian, December 1914.

Thereafter, the Whitgiftian, which then came out twice a term, put a brave face 
on it, but it was largely a litany of the dead and missing. all of the last pre-war 
First XV volunteered or were called up. Nine were killed, and one of the remain-
der died on active service in the Second World War. The war came to croydon 
too. The shocking Zeppelin raids began in January 1915, and that October a 
Zeppelin dropped bombs as close to the school – then of course in the centre of 
croydon – as edridge road, Beech house road, and Oval road, where a school 
was hit. Nine died and fifteen were injured. Many parents withdrew boys from 
school as a consequence. In 1915 the Modern Languages master Walter paine 
joined up despite his pacifist leanings and was killed that same year. 

a sad feature of the roll of honour this month is that five of those killed in action 
were only sons.  Whitgiftian, December 1915.

In that Whitgiftian of December 1915 is an extract from a letter home from the 
front written by Dennis ely, the description of whose death heads this chapter. 
The letter ends:

They are sure to retaliate on us; there will be some noise… pS It has begun.

although strictly beyond the remit of this book, I can’t pass on without men-
tioning the Book of remembrance painstakingly and painfully assembled by 


