
FLEETING MEMORIES OF TIMES AT BOARDING SCHOOL 

 

These notes have been inspired by Pam Evans’ account of her times at the Royal 

Commercial Travellers’ School, which were published in the Old Mercurians Journal 

in December 2008. Her memories are contemporaneous with mine and like her I have 

very happy memories of my time at Hatch End. I attended the school from 1952 to 

1957. 

 

Early memories 

• Arriving at the school with my mother (who had been widowed at 39 years of 

age) and being interviewed by the Headmaster Mr Lowe. My only question 

was “Do you play rugby” and feeling very disappointed when he said “No, we 

play football and hockey”. 

• My first meal that evening of Heinz spaghetti which I had never seen or tasted 

..it was awful! 

• The kindness of my table prefect, Alan Body, at that meal time. 

• Being assigned a bed in the middle of a dormitory of some 30 boys and feeling 

homesick. 

• Going to my first class the next morning to learn that the French teacher, 

Tubby Hayes, had been at my first secondary school, St Andrew’s College, 

Ballsbridge, Dublin. 

• Realising very quickly that I had been allocated to a class one year junior to 

what I had been studying in Dublin. After the first fortnightly assessment I 

was moved up to Third Year. 

• Struggling with German (which was new to me) but being ahead of my peers 

in French and Maths. 

• The rumbling of the railway express trains from Euston to Liverpool, Glasgow 

and Holyhead including the Shamrock Express at 5.10pm each day on its way 

to Holyhead. After some months we did not notice the noise but 

subconsciously you knew the time of day by the sound and length of the 

railway rumble. 

• Being taken aside by one of the older boys, Wilson was his name, and being 

asked if we had pigs in our back yard and hens in our kitchen! 

• Being mildly jeered for my Irish accent. 

• Being woken each morning at 7.00am by Big Bill Rayner. 

• Waking to ice on the inside of our dormitory windows during that very cold 

winter of 1952/53. 

• Settling in very quickly to the routine of meals, classes, sports, homework and 

bedtime. They kept us busy to keep us out of mischief and to make us tired so 

that we would go to bed quickly and quietly. 

• Sunday afternoon walks. 

• Learning that the UK is a very divided society and that those living in the 

Greater London area viewed anyone from north of the Watford Gap as being 

from a foreign country!  

• Realising that I had much more in common with the lads from the mining 

villages of Yorkshire, Lancashire and Scotland than I had with the well spoken 

lads from London.  



• Realising that the home I grew up in in Blackrock, Co. Dublin was a mansion 

of 4 bedrooms and an inside bathroom compared with the simple two up and 

two down miners homes from which many of my peers came. 

• The absence of physical punishment by the teachers compared with the 

bullying and pain inflicted at my previous St Andrews College in Dublin. 

• The “fagging” system whereby the younger boys were given “drills” as 

punishments by the Prefects which meant they had to complete a task for a 

week for those same Prefects. The tasks were typically cleaning football boots, 

polishing shoes etc. At the time I accepted it but with hindsight I am sure some 

of the junior boys (some of whom would get more than their fair share of 

drills) were emotionally damaged by the system. 

• Being allocated to play with the Northerners against the Southerners in the 

endless games of football, hockey and cricket. (They did not know where to 

place an Irishman!) 

• Finding boarding school food pretty poor and reflecting the food rationing 

which continued in Britain until 1953. My mothers home made fruit cake was 

always popular. The boys were amazed that we had no food rationing in 

Ireland during the war and that I could start each term with a hoard of real 

butter, jam, chocolate and sweets. 

• Really enjoying the swimming pool. 

• Being bored out of my mind at the Sunday morning services at the local St. 

Anselm’s church compared to my home enthusiastic evangelical church. 

• Walking to the scene of the awful railway accident at Harrow and Wealdstone 

station in November 1952, I think, and some 4 days after the event seeing the 

wreckage all around the station with two passenger carriages pointing 

vertically to the skies. It was the worst accident in British Rail history. 

• In 1953 being part of a 50 strong group from the school which participated in 

the Boy Scout Show at the Albert Hall for 7 consecutive nights. My mother 

watched it on grainy BBC television at her neighbours house with great pride. 

• The awful choking atmosphere of the “great smog” of November 1952 when 

you could not see even 10 yards for several days. 

• The excitement of travelling to school each term by Aer Lingus to Northolt 

Airport in West London prior to Heathrow being built. (I flew for the first two 

years after which we travelled by boat to Liverpool and then train down to 

Euston.). 

 

 

Memories of Middle School 

• Really enjoying the challenge of the fortnightly assessments across all 

subjects. 

• Settling in to being consistently 3rd or 4th in class and very occasionally 

claiming first place. This meant being publicly seen taking the class results to 

the principal at assembly in front of the whole school – primary, girls and 

boys. 

• In GCSE O level Fifth Year being inspired by a temporary History teacher 

from New Zealand who encouraged us to seek out the “causes and effects” of 

the historical events we were studying  in the period 1688 through to 1830 of 

British history. Irish history lasted all of 2 lessons and European history not at 

all other than the Battle of Waterloo! 



• Really enjoying Geography and Maths. 

• Going to the sports notice board to see the team for first soccer match of the 

winter term of 1954/55 to find that I had been appointed captain of the Colts 

Under 16 team.  

• Traipsing across the school yard to the swimming pool on cold, wet and 

snowy mornings at 7.10am to practise for the Life Saving exams. (Because we 

had a heated indoor swimming pool the school had a leading record in 

students passing these exams.). 

• Becoming ever more interested in football and following the English Leagues. 

My North Country friends educated me on the vital link and self esteem which 

the local football club gives to the town. My closest friend was from 

Huddersfield who were then in the First Division. We listened to the Eamon 

Andrews sports report show on the radio every Saturday at 5.00pm. Within 

minutes most of us could recite all the results which used to drive our French 

teacher, the debonair Mr. Plastow mad because we could not learn our French 

irregular verbs. 

• Going to London for Founders Day outings and especially a visit to the Ford 

tractor plant in Dagenham, Essex – my first visit to a large factory - and the 

General Post Office sorting depot at Mount Pleasant where the lost or 

inadequately addressed letters section intrigued me Eg. Mr Immanuel Smith, 

London England!. These trips really interested me and sowed the seeds of my 

interest in business. 

• The visits to the Serpentine Pond in London, Madam Tussauds and other 

London visitor centres on the afternoons of such days. 

• Going to the Birmingham Theatre by coach up the new M1 to see Peter 

O’Toole play the lead in MacBeth which was our set play for our O level 

English exams in 1955. I remember the laughter as his spittle was caught in 

the spotlights as he spoke. This was my first visit to a real theatre and it made 

a deep impression on me. 

• Going to the old Highbury Stadium to see a match between Arsenal and 

Sunderland. Arsenal included a full back named Evans who could bounce the 

ball on his thighs endlessly in the warm up – that impressed me. Also little Joe 

Haverty who was the Irish winger at the time. The Sunderland team included 

Len Shackelton.  

• Camping with the Scouts at the side of the playing fields. A change of diet and 

a change of routine. 

• Being the first of my year to be appointed a Sub-Prefect. 

• Playing a small part in the school play MacBeth in 1955 and enjoying the 

whole production immensely. It was an innovative, open stage production by 

Mr Plaistow. 

• Being able to read the Daily Telegraph each morning after the Prefect in the 

warmth of the wash room. This laid my practice of reading a newspaper over 

breakfast ever since. 

• Attending Moggie Wood’s cramped study each week to listen to his recording 

of that week’s radio Goon Show.  

• Studying hard for my “O” Level exams and deciding in advance that I would 

put no effort into German because I felt it a lost cause and that my time would 

be better spent on other subjects. (I failed German – as did all my colleagues - 

with a very poor grade 8 out of 9!). 



• Finding woodwork boring and difficult. The master gave me an immortal 

school report once “he wastes more time than timber”. 

• Being thrilled when I received my results to see that I had passed 8 subjects 

and gained 3 honours in Maths, History and Geography and a good pass in 

French. 

• The agonising as to the subjects in which I would specialise in Sixth Form.  

 

My Sixth Form years 1955-1957. 

• These were a wonderful years. The class comprised only 7 boys, we had 

plenty of time for personal study – it was like a University - and the teachers 

treated us as adults. 

• However I soon realised that I had made a serious error in choosing Physics, 

Chemistry and Maths as my A level subjects. I struggled for two years with 

these subjects and should have chosen the subjects in which I had done well at 

O Level. 

• I had been swayed by peer pressure and did not want to be the only student 

taking Arts subjects and being a favourite student of Mr Dyer the Geography 

teacher. It was a harsh lesson for me to resist peer pressure in later life. 

• The variety and diversity of our twice weekly classes with the Headmaster 

LLS Lowe when we discussed all manner of current affairs. 

• The play readings on Sunday afternoons  under Mr Slater’s tutelage when we 

were given parts to read out loud in the library but which also gave 

opportunity for “liaisons” with the girls under his very undemanding 

supervision. 

• Visits to the school dentist in the new medical building near the railway line. 

He took out 3 of my molars and gave me many fillings some of which are 

coming to the end of their useful life as I type these words. No injections and 

all I remember of those extractions is the pumping of the blood from my 

mouth. I hated it! 

• Organising a restful week end in the school medical facility about 2/3 through 

each term when boredom sets in. I could study, rest and enjoy a quiet few days 

by emphasising how ill I felt and trying to make the thermometer read higher 

than it should by rubbing it on my clothes or holding it near the radiator! The 

food was better too. 

• The very close friendships developed with Phil Raisin, David Cowan and John 

Coley – friendships which continue to this day. 

• The “creative genius” of Phil Raisin who gathered keys to doors and could 

lock all but one of the doors in all of the boys buildings, who created a 

monster like snake for the Christmas party with four of us inside trying to 

make progress with our arms sticking out from the sides, who had the idea of 

putting potassium permanganate in the school water supply to make it purple 

(never implemented) and finally using the keys to enable us to meet certain 

girls in the cleaners “broom cupboard”. 

• The Prefects Room where we could brew up tea and have baked beans and 

other luxuries. 

• David Cowan smoking by the open window of the Prefects Room. 

• Attending Wembley Stadium for the mid-week Football Internationals and 

especially the famous World Cup qualifier game against the Republic of 

Ireland in 1956 when England won 5.1 with Stanley Matthews playing one of 



his last games and being marked by Noel Cantwell. Many of the Busby Babes 

were in the England team notably Tommy Taylor whom I seem to recall 

scored three headed goals. 

• Playing the lead in the School Play of 1957 “Rossums Universal Robots” and 

giving Liz Cullis, who played the female lead, a wrong cue on the full house 

Saturday night which she responded to correctly but it meant we omitted 4 

pages of script and poor Rhodes, the prompter, could be seen searching the 

pages as to where we were in the script. 

• Being severely disciplined for inflicting corporal punishment on one Harrison 

and being demoted as a Prefect in punishment. During the interview with 

Harry Dyer I fainted which curtailed the proceedings. The main effect was to 

ban me from the Prefects Room because I still had to do all the Prefects duties 

of getting the boys to their dormitories on time. 

• Watching and following Phil Raisin in our A level practical Physics exam.  

• Meeting Liz Cullis each Saturday after lunch in the security (but hardly the 

comfort of “Brown Mouse’s Broom Cupboard”) and being let out of the 

locked room by Phil Raisin when the coast was clear. Then it was his turn to 

meet Gillian Chadwick and I would let him out. 

• Someone squealed on our illegal meetings in the Broom Cupboard and I was 

brought before Mr Lowe. I was terrified that I might be expelled just months 

prior to my A level exams as had some other boys some three years earlier. I 

admitted everything but assured Mr Lowe that “I had done nothing that I was 

ashamed of”. He seemed to accept my explanation but once again I was 

demoted as a Prefect and lost the use of the Prefect’s Room. I resigned myself 

to leaving school not being a Prefect but on the last day of the summer term 

my tie was returned and I was reinstated.  

• Really struggling through my A level exams. 

• Becoming ever more proficient at competitive swimming and being School 

Swimming Champion for 3 consecutive years. Competing in the annual 

swimming gala against Dunstable Grammar School and 30 years later meeting 

the guy who beat me in the free style sprints (he was now a successful 

property developer and I was a director of the Bank of Ireland Corporate 

Banking Division seeking to sell him finance for his next project).. 

• Obtaining full colours in all sports other than athletics where I hoped to cause 

consternation with the rules which stated that any boy who won 2 events 

would be awarded full colours. Now I was the slowest player on two feet but I 

could throw the cricket ball further than anyone else and I could jump higher 

than anyone else. But,…..on sports day my great friend David Cowan easily 

cleared 5 feet in the high jump (which he had never done previously) and went 

on to win the event. So no colours for me in athletics. 

• Playing football against Finchley Grammar School who always had a 

wonderful team coached by a retired Tottenham Hotspur winger and losing 

only 4-2 at home when I had to mark a magical centre forward called “Pearl” 

with long sideburns (after all it was the time of the Teddy Boys). He nearly 

scored with a special overhead bicycle kick – the first time I had ever seen 

someone do this. 

• Going to Watford Grammar School and playing a hockey match with a red 

ball in the snow and breaking my toe. The only time for many years that I 

visited a hospital – Northwood Hospital. 



• Other sports matches against John Lyons School, Harrow: the Masonic 

School, Aldenham Public School, another charitable school in Purley in 

Surrey, to all of which we travelled by coach in some comfort. 

• Being given glucose tablets by one of the Governors to give us more energy 

prior to our matches. 

• Cross country running up the hills of Bushey and Oxhey when our football 

pitches were waterlogged. 

• Considering taking out British nationality in order to go to University and 

obtain a County Grant but deciding not to do so because I would then have 

been eligible for National Service in the Army, something I was very much 

opposed to. In the event National Conscription was abolished soon after. 

• Deciding to study for chartered accountancy back home in Dublin and starting 

at £2 and 10 shillings per week. My friends at school thought I was raving 

mad because they were going off to universities on County Grants of £450 per 

year – twice as much as I was going  to earn by working full time and studying 

in the evenings. 
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