
MY DAYS AT BOARDING SCHOOL 1952 – 1957 

 

After an initial day or two of homesickness, not helped by my first exposure to Heinz 

spaghetti, I settled in well. I enjoyed all the sport as we played football five days each 

week on the excellent pitches of which there was one for each class. 

 

The Royal Commercial Travellers School had been established in 1845 by a number 

of Victorian Gentlemen including Charles Dickens and William Thackeray to provide 

education and care for the children of deceased and disabled Commercial Travellers. 

So every child had a background of tragedy or disappointment in their lives. The main 

school building was a large forbidding Victorian red brick building containing the 

dormitories, common rooms, dining areas and bathrooms and 3 stories high. The boys 

and girls were in separated wings of the building although we did have opportunities 

to mix at assembly each morning and at the mid morning break. 

 

The location was a 50 acre site adjacent to the main railway line from London Euston 

to Birmingham, Lancashire, Glasgow and Holyhead. After a while, we did not notice 

the trains hurtling by but subconsciously we got to recognize specific trains at specific 

times. For example I recall the Shamrock Express to Holyhead going past at a 

particular time each day. The Bakerloo Underground line also past by on its way from 

Watford into London and on out to the southern suburbs. The entrance was on to the 

main Uxbridge Road and we were within walking distance of the shops at Hatch End 

which we were allowed to visit on Fridays. 

 

On my arrival in September 1952 the UK was still undergoing food rationing so that 

my familiarity with sugar, butter, sweets, chocolate etc was something of a novelty for 

my new found friends. My class mates were from all over the UK and I recall boys 

from Wigtown, Kircudbrightshire, South Shields, Tyneside, Hull, Blackpool, 

Chesterfield Derbyshire, Wakefield Yorkshire, Nottingham, Birmingham, Bristol, 

Exeter, and all parts of London. 

 

In order to maintain equal benefits for each boy, there was a policy of everyone being 

a full time boarder even if one lived locally or in London. We were not permitted any 

home leave during term time and visitors were permitted only on two designated days 

each term. Fortunately, my Uncle Reggie lived reasonably close at Hatfield and later 

Radlett and my Uncle Ian married a nurse in Singapore, but originally from London, 

called Sheila, whose parents lived at Kenton just 3 stops down the Bakerloo Line. In 

turn, Sheila’s sister, Sybil, was married to a crazy film sound editor with whom she 

lived in Northwood some 5 miles to the north of the school. So in the latter years of 

my time at School I was fortunate to be able to spend Visiting Days with a variety of 

relations. 

 

Another example of equality was the rule that we could receive only one food parcel 

per term in addition to any food we returned to school with at the end of the three 

holidays per year. In my early years, I was very “popular” in that I returned to school 

with real butter, sugar, fruit cake and other goodies. 

 

After  the large classes of St Andrews College I was pleasantly surprised at the small 

classes of approx 20-25 in the RCTS. The teachers seemed kinder too. I later realized 

that for many of the teachers there was an element of vocation in their role – they 



knew the school was special and that it had a special role in the lives of those who 

attended. Some of them gave “extra” in form of helping in the Scouts, having us to 

their studies for evening discussions. Indeed one master, Moggy Wood, kindly used to 

tape the Goon Show for us (it was broadcast at 8.30pm when we were in bed) and 

play it back to us the next evening. I also came to realize that the Headmaster  was the 

only person who knew the background to the tragedy in each child’s life and their 

reason for attending the school. 

 

Another new practice which I came to appreciate was the system of fortnightly tests in 

all subjects with all the marks added up to ascertain our progress on a regular basis. A 

form of “continuous assessment” which introduced me to “management reporting and 

accountability”.The class winner each fortnight presented the class results to the 

Headmaster at Assembly in front of all the teachers and girls and junior so we came to 

recognise the clever pupils. I tended to come in somewhere between 2nd and 5th and 

occasionally came first which gave me a great thrill. 

 

Sport was an abiding passion. We played football five days each week on the playing 

fields and when they were waterlogged we went cross country running up around the 

woodlands at Bushey and Oxhey. We had our own heated swimming pool and a great 

emphasis on life saving awards. I understand that our school was one of the leading 

schools in the UK for collecting life saving awards. Any pupil who was anyway 

proficient at swimming was “expected” to obtain at least the Bronze Cross and 

probably the Award of Merit Life Saving Awards. The next level involved swimming 

600 yards fully clothed but without jacket or shoes and this was a real test which few 

of us completed. In Sixth Form we were allowed to use the excellently equipped gym 

for indoor football or head tennis on wet days. In the Easter Term we played hockey 

and in the summer term we played cricket and some modest athletics. 

 

I was reasonably good at all sports but never one of the best other than in swimming. 

At the end of each term the “best” were presented with Colours or Half Colours in 

each sport reflecting our proficiency. I think I obtained full Colours in all sports (other 

than athletics) in my final two years but for cricket and hockey I was fortunate. 

Games which involved hitting a ball were always difficult for me – hockey, cricket, 

tennis, badminton etc. 

 

I was fortunate to be swimming champion for three years. For some reason the 1955 

races were not held until the autumn term of that year. My friend John Coley was 

expected to win easily as he was a better all round swimmer than me. However on the 

day I won all five key races, the freestyle at 25 yards, 50 yards and 100 yards plus the 

25 yards backstroke. With 5 points per race I achieved 20 points but gained nothing in 

the breaststroke races nor in the diving (which I hated). John and I ended up with 20 

points each but I was awarded the Champions Cup on the grounds of my wins. I held 

onto the cup for 1956 and 1957. 

 

In athletics I nearly caused a major shock in my final year of 1957. There was a 

tradition that if anyone won two athletic events then they were entitled to Full 

Colours. The thought of David McCabe being awarded Full Colours for Athletics 

would have been laughable. Remember I was a sportsman whom the Sports Master 

had described as “about to take root if I moved any slower”. Running was never my 

forte although I enjoyed cross country running and seemed to have reasonable 



stamina. However in 1957 I was likely to win the high jump and throwing the cricket 

ball. I had mastered the straddle method of the high jump and had added some 6 

inches to my clearance as a result. When Sports Day arrived, (usually on Whit 

Monday when parents and relatives attended) I duly won throwing the cricket ball 

(almost 80 yards, I seem to recall) but came second in the high jump to my good 

friend, Jake Cowan, who jumped 5 feet, some 4 inches higher than he had ever 

achieved in training.  

 


