
MY SIXTH FORM CAREER IN RCTS 

 

Under the then UK education system the normal procedure was to sit the Ordinary 

Level examinations in a wide variety of subjects at about the age of 16. This I had 

done in the summer of 1955 and was thrilled when I received a post card from the 

Headmaster Mr Lowe at the end of August confirming that I had passed in 8 subjects 

gaining 3 distinctions in Maths, History and Geography. He added “Well done” to the 

card, in his laconic way, which encouraged me. I had failed in German, as I had 

expected, and had made no effort to revise. Indeed, I seem to recall that no-one in the 

class had passed the German exam.  I felt angry and annoyed that an incompetent 

teacher was able to continue in his post. I had decided that I was going to fail and 

there was no point in wasting valuable time in revising for an exam which I knew I 

was going to fail. I was applying some early “time management” lessons! Mr Slater, 

our German teacher, was a failure as a teacher although he had other good attributes 

in terms of the theatre and producing the annual school play. 

 

However I now had a difficult choice to make. Which subjects was I going to 

concentrate on for my Advanced level examinations in two years time in 1957? It was 

a very difficult decision and looking back I neither sought nor was offered any advice. 

All my friends and colleagues entering Sixth Form with me were choosing science 

subjects – Physics, Chemistry, Biology and Mathematics. Would I be the only one 

choosing arts? Furthermore, I was influenced by the fact that whilst Geography was 

undoubtedly my favourite subject I was seen as a bit of a “teachers pet” of  Harry 

Dyer and I did not wish to continue under that epithet. I chose the science subjects. It 

was to be a mistake and for two years I struggled to cover the syllabus and struggled 

even more in the practical aspects of physics and chemistry. The mistake was based 

on “peer pressure” and a fear of others and looking back, that mistake made a huge 

impression on me. My A Levels were the only exam in my life in which I failed to do 

well. In later years I do not recall the feeling of what other people thought as having 

any influence on my choices, in fact, what they may have thought spurred me on to 

follow the path I had chosen. I think it developed in me an even greater sense of 

determination and self reliance. 

 

My Sixth Form career started off well. We were a small group of students numbering 

about 10 in Upper Sixth and Lower Sixth combined. Some of the local Grammar 

Schools would have had 100 students in the Sixth Form Years. Having been made a 

sub- prefect in the spring of 1955, shortly prior to my O level exams, I found myself 

promoted to being a Full Prefect on returning to school in September 1955. The 

promotion brought with it a wide range of advantages including the use of the Prefects 

Room where we had our own privacy and could “brew up” at any time and have 

junior boys carry out tasks to our benefit such as making our beds, cleaning and 

polishing our shoes, cleaning our football boots etc (This system of “fagging” served 

a dual purpose – it was a form of punishment for misbehaviour or rule breaking by the 

junior boys and a form of privilege for the senior Prefects). We also got to sleep in the 

corner beds of the large dormatories. 

 

 

 

 



Our wonderfully talented and motivational Maths teacher for the O level exams, 

Moggy Wood, had left that summer and was to be replaced by a disastrous teacher 

whose name I have forgotten. For the full two years he struggled in teaching us and 

we struggled in learning. From memory not one of us passed Maths at Advanced 

Level. My early instincts of injustice and unfairness were exercising my mind.  I 

remember considering writing a letter to the Headmaster complaining that our careers 

were being damaged by this poor master who could not teach his subject. But I never 

did. Again the experience made a deep impression on my life and attitudes because it 

sowed in me an attitude that incompetence should not be tolerated. 

 

Our life in Sixth Form was to prepare us for University. We had many free periods 

when we could study at our leisure and in our own time. We had to organize our study 

plans and study habits and there were many opportunities to develop skills in other 

areas such as the debating society (which I loved), attending occasional shows and 

events outside the school. For example on Founders Day we were taken to factories 

for tours and one I particularly remember was a visit to the enormous Ford Plant at 

Dagenham in Essex. Another was a visit to Madame Tussauds. We usually ended up 

at the Serpentine Lake in Hyde Park where we splashed each other and larked about. 

One of our usual escapades was to try and run up a down escalator in the 

Underground. On one occasion some of my colleagues did so and not to be outdone, I 

decided to emulate them on the next escalator but did not realize that it was much 

longer and when I eventually reached the top in a state of total exhaustion I was 

spotted by the ticket inspector who insisted that I return to the bottom and come up 

the proper way. We also visited Wembley Stadium for some of Englands’ midweek 

football internationals – it was only a few stops down the Bakerloo Line from the 

School. One match I remember especially was in 1955, I think, when the Republic of 

Ireland came to play the return leg of a World Cup qualifier with Stanley Mathews 

playing one of his final games for England being marked by Noel Cantwell of 

Manchester United. England had snatched a last minute draw in Dalymount Park 

some weeks earlier when Atyeo headed in a goal in the last minute. England won 5-1 

at Wembley with Tommy Taylor the Manchester United and England center forward 

scoring three goals. Alan Kelly senior was the Irish goalkeeper I recall and Liam 

Whelan ran the mid field. 

Alan Kelly’s son later played for Ireland in the 1990’s. 

 

I enjoyed the abundance of sport especially the football and swimming 5 days each 

week. Our training for the life saving exams meant getting up at 7.00 am sharp two 

mornings a week and trudging across the school playground, sometimes in snow, 

carrying our clothes. Half an hours training and then back to the main building for 

breakfast.  

 

Another privilege as a Prefect was to receive a newspaper of your choice at Breakfast. 

I chose the Daily Telegraph because of its content rather than its politics. I was 

developing decidedly left-of-centre views, helped by some of the younger teachers 

who were strong Labour supporters but I preferred the Daily Telegraph for its sports 

coverage and articles. The habit of reading the morning newspaper at  breakfast is a 

habit I have continued all my life – it is an integral part of my “wake up” procedure. 

 

I enjoyed being a Prefect. However putting the juniors to bed at their appointed times 

(8.00, 8.15 and 8.30pm according to age) was always a challenge. Some got into bed 



promptly whilst others were deliberately slow. One of these was a young 12/13 year 

old called David (?) Harrison. He always seemed to “needle” me. I came to take off 

my leather belt and use it against some of the younger boys especially Harrison, 

always though on the behind or the legs, not on other parts of the body. On one 

occasion this lead to a struggle between us and he fell over the small wooden dresser 

beside his bed. He sustained bruises which Harry Dyer noticed a night or two later. I 

was summoned to Mr Dyers study and accused of violence, something none of the 

masters ever used on us other than the Headmaster who administered caning on the 

backside. Whilst standing in front of Mr Dyer in his study, with Roy Dyson, Head 

Boy by my side, I felt faintness coming on and clearly indicated my wish to sit down. 

However, I seem to recall that Mr. Dyer had already pronounced my punishment – 

demotion to Sub- Prefect and prohibition to use the famed Prefects Private Room with 

its cooking facilities. The outward appearance was having to use the normal school tie 

rather than the distinctive Prefects Tie. Some weeks (or was it months?) later, the 

famed Athletics Sports Day came on Whit Monday to which my mother usually 

attended. The dreaded question duly came “Where is your Prefects Tie?” I had to give 

her a weak explanation – not for the only time as explained later. Looking back now 

in 2003, there were clearly showing seeds of my character in that to exercise control 

and authority I tended to resort to might and even violence. I came to view those in 

authority as automatically having power and control which must be obeyed and in 

conflict situations in my business career I have always found it difficult to persuade 

others to follow my way of thinking. I liked to be the leader and if some did not wish 

to follow my leadership then I was happy to leave them behind. 

 

During the summer term of 1956 I started “dating” a girl in the school called Liz 

Cullis who hailed from York. She was a real orphan and lived with an aunt. Dating 

meant walking “up and down” in the school playground at mid morning break when 

the boys and girls were permitted to mingle. However, it was in full public view and 

Liz and I tended to chat at the top of the yard. At the end of that summer term, Liz and 

I spent the day in London walking around with Martin Cooper and Yvonne Erichsen 

and I have a lovely photo of Liz and I taken in the Haymarket by a street 

photographer. It probably cost me a fortune! I was mortified when the photographer 

asked us if we were married! 

 

Rather than return home, I traveled on to Brussels where I was to spend a few days 

with a Scottish Christian couple who lived in Avenue Louise and then on to spend 

two weeks at a Christian Boys Camp at Genval near Waterloo. Everything was in 

French and as I had not studied French for a full year my vocabulary was very rusty. 

However, the teacher was a man from Northern Ireland whose name I have forgotten 

and whose help I could call on in emergencies. One evening there was a talk on 

relationships and marriage and I remember asking publicly (in all seriousness) what 

was “the purpose of a honey moon”? Indeed I had to ask one of the senior boys what 

the French word for honeymoon was prior to asking the question. I remember his 

answer “lune de mer”. My thinking was that it was a waste of money which could be 

spent on furniture for a house etc. However, my Belgian colleagues thought it was a 

huge joke and after the talk my friend from Northern Ireland took me aside and 

rebuked me for undermining and ridiculing his talk. My protestations came to nought! 

It was another example of my tongue getting me into trouble that I had not intended – 

an affliction which continues to this day. 

 



My last year at school started off well. I had been given back my Prefects Tie and use 

of the Prefects Study. But my relationship with Liz was beginning to become serious. 

I cannot remember how or when but my great friend Phil Raisin from Leeds had built 

up a collection of keys which we found could open many of the doors in the school. 

One of these doors was to the little room under the stairs in the girls classroom area 

where the cleaners kept their mops and buckets. It was an area of the school to which 

access was possible for both boys and girls. For the boys it was beside the physics and 

chemistry laboratories and for the girls it was at the edge of their class rooms. So Liz 

and I started meeting in “Brown Mouse’s Hole” (ie the cleaning lady) most Saturdays 

after lunch being locked in by Phil Raisin and let out at an appointed time – when the 

coast was clear.  

 

This continued until April or May 1957 when the Headmaster learned of what was 

going on. I think one of the junior girls came to know of our activities and spilt the 

beans. I was summoned to the Headmasters Study. I was trembling. I realized that this 

was serious trouble and recalled that 3 boys and their girlfriends had been expelled 

only two years previously for meeting at nighttime in the school grounds. Surely they 

would not expel me just months prior to my A level exams. But the other six had been 

expelled in their O Level year – so there was little comfort in that line of thinking. Mr 

Lowe asked me to sit down, perhaps he remembered my fainting fit in Mr Dyers study 

the previous year. I cannot recall the details of the conversation except I did say a well 

rehearsed sentence to the effect that Liz and I had done nothing of which I was 

ashamed. Whether or not this had any influence in the decision I do not know but I 

was warned as to my future behaviour and, once again, demoted to the rank of Sub-

Prefect. My Prefects Tie once again disappeared. Some weeks later, my mother came 

over for the Whit Sunday Sports Day and once again I had to explain the 

disappearance of my Prefects Tie. What an embarrassment! 

 

So my final term passed and with it my A Level exams. I knew I had not done well. It 

was touch and go in all three subjects with Maths my weakest performance. And so it 

proved to be. I scraped passes in Physics and Chemistry and failed Maths. I wondered 

whether I would leave school as a Prefect – something I wanted to include on my cv. I 

was left “hanging” until the very last day of term when Mr Lowe returned my Prefects 

Tie to me.    

 

Overall I have very happy memories of my time at Hatch End and the education I 

received was probably better than I would have received at St Andrew’s College in 

Dublin. My friends in Sixth Form have remained friends for 60 years and we have 

been on a wonderful holiday together with our marriage partners to South Africa 

organized by Phil Raisin in 2004, I think. However it should be noted that being 

reasonably proficient at most sports and staying on for A levels and having the 

privileges associated with being a Prefect all contributed to those memories. 

 

David McCabe 
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