
RANDOM RECOLLECTIONS 
From No.13 

 
Prompted by photographs of the remaining school buildings, generously taken by Mary 
Land. 
 
I can't remember anyone having a camera at school, so it is not surprising that there are so 
few pictures of the school taken by the pupils before it was closed. Even if we'd had 
cameras, could we have afforded the purchase and the developing of the films? I had twenty 
or thirty shillings at most to last a whole term, and that wasn't enough. 
 
The Scout Hut 
This eccentric building always looked to me as if it had been added as an afterthought, 
sitting at the top of the yard, detached and in awkward isolation. The ground floor room 
facing the Elliott Hall was the 'Visual Aids Room' but I cannot remember ever being 
'visually-aided' in there. There may have been projected slide shows. I do remember that the 
room was used by the 'debating' society for such topical subjects as nuclear disarmament 
and the pros and cons of vivisection. 
 
On the other side of the ground floor was the 6th form, and to a select few who knew, there 
were loose floorboards underfoot which were used for concealing illicit contraband. 
On the side of the wall facing the yard there was a stone staircase.At the top of this staircase 
there was a porch and within the porch were the doors to the scout hut, the front room used 
for scout meetings and the rear room for the storage of tents and equipment. 
The porch was always littered with cigarette ends. 
 
The Woodwork Shop and Garages 
I seem to remember that the woodwork shop windows were shielded behind wire mesh. 
Inside there always a pot of foul-smelling wood glue on the boil and in a corner sat the 
lathe. Trap Todd once remarked during a biology lesson that human flesh was no match for 
metal machinery. That warning always stuck in my mind when the lathe was screaming and 
chewing up pieces of wood. There were half a dozen work benches, with vices clamped at 
their edges, and an array of wicked chisels and gouges. While the girls were putting skins on 
rice puddings in Domestic Science, we were trying to fashion tenon joints out of wood (the 
joints never fitted), or brackets for non-existent shelves, or pipe-racks for non-existent 
pipes. I think Pip Slater took the woodwork lessons and having tired of our incompetence 
and desctruction of valuable wood, he sent three of us out of the shop during one lesson and 
were duly summoned to the Headmaster's office. HFD brandished his cane at us and 
demanded to know whether “you think that wood grows on trees?”.  
 
I only ever recall one Master (apart from HFD) having a car, and that master keeping his car 
in one of the garages, so what lay behind the other garage doors remains a mystery, perhaps 
they were just empty.  
 
The Headmaster's House 
It was during my first term at school that I had my first close encounter with the 
Headmaster's house. I'd been given a detention and had to clean Headmaster Lowe's shoes 
for a week. It was 7.30 pm and it was dark. I had to go down the yard and collect the shoes, 



which were left on the doorstep in a hessian sack. Having cleaned and polished the shoes in 
the Boot Room I had to return and leave them in the sack on the doorstep. On the last night 
of the detention, as I lay the sack back on the doorstep, the door creaked open and their 
stood   Cyril Lowe, silhouetted in the hall light. He told me to wait there, he had a surprise 
for me. 
 
He returned and handed me a white enamel bowl and a spoon. I looked down and to my 
horror saw what I think were jellied eels in aspic. I felt my gorge rising. It just looked to me 
like garden slugs immersed in a clear jelly. Whatever it was, and it may have been a 
delicacy to a Londoner, but to my little boy's eyes and Northern stomach it was a screaming 
nightmare. I had to stand there and spoon the vile dish down in front of him until the bowl 
was clean. 
 
After Lowe's death, HFD took up residence in the house. HFD had a wife and a dog. I think 
the dog may have been a Westy (a  West Highland white terrier) and we called it 'Spunky 
Chunky', I don't know what HFD called it. As for his wife, I don't know what her name was 
nor what she looked like and I don't ever remember clapping eyes on her, except for once. It 
was night-time again and for some reason I was knocking on the Headmaster's door. I don't 
think HFD was at home but after a second ring the hall light went on. Then the door was 
very slowly opened by what appeared to be two talons wrapped around the edge of the door 
and then a small and withered witch's head appeared. It must have been just a trick of the 
light but I think I turned and fled, maybe screaming, all the way back up the yard.  
 
The Gymnasium and the Swimming Pool 
Both temples built with good intent, determined to help provide a healthy body while 
acadaemia took care of our minds. But both in their own ways, Houses of Horror. 
 
Our PE kit (coarse, off white cream shirt, billowing shorts, kack-brown inch thick socks) for 
obvious reasons did not include underpants. You couldn't wallow in the mud of the football 
pitch or return from a rain-soaked cross-country run with wet and soiled Claude-Hope 
Morleys, you only had one pair and they had to be kept dry in your locker. The Gymnasium 
had changing rooms on the left and right of the entrance, but I think they were cluttered with 
equipment and can't recall if they were used as changing rooms. Anyway, I think we 
exercised in just shorts and pumps. The gym walls were lined with horizontal climbing bars 
and in the centre of the gym hung the dreaded climbing ropes. I always got so far but no 
further, and would hang there stranded like an idiot in mid space.  
 
There was a very large box in the gym that contained a mismatched assortment of boxing 
gloves, and on rare and misguided ocassions we had to indulge in the noble art. The first 
thing that you learn when your hands are tied into a pair of boxing gloves is that fingers and 
thumbs become useless. You cannot pick anything up, you cannot scratch an itch or pick a 
nose, you cannot remove or put on a pair of spectacles (not that you would want to!) or tie a 
shoe lace. When it came to choosing an opponent the sensible thing was to pair up with a 
chum, that way you wouldn't knock the shit out of each other, or at least pair up with 
someone your own weight so you didn't get too much shit knocked out of you. Anyway, 
there you are, dancing around in circles, trying to lift gloves that are too heavy for your 
wrists, determined to land an upper cut to the jaw but only flailing your fists at empty space, 
when your damned, loose-elasticated shorts begin their downward journey. If you pause to 



rescue their descent then you risk a punch in the face, and anyway, with boxing gloves on 
you can't grip the waistband. As soon as the shorts slip over your hips they drop like a flag 
from a pole and tie your ankles together.  And so there you stand, a naked punchbag, unable 
to run or retreat and if you do bend over in a vain attempt to do something about your 
shorts, then you're going to get an uppercut for sure. Now this is just me and him, imagine 
the scene as the whole class is similarly engaged, swinging unco-ordinated punches at each 
other and trying to kick each other just for good measure!  Oh happy days!  
 
The Swimming Pool was a smart and functional building, with communal changing rooms 
on either side, and each changing room had a 'drying room' included. This was a small room  
lined with steam pipes that were covered by a protective wire grill. Rows of metal hooks 
were there for towels and trunks to hang and dry from. 
 
The pool was large with diving boards at the deep end. I think the pool was only used during 
the summer term and I don't actually remember anyone ever being taught to swim. I have 
the impression that confident and competent swimmers were encouraged and trained, with 
the aim of gaining maximum points for their House on Sports Day, while everyone else 
were left pretty much to their own devices. My abiding memories of the Pool were eyes 
stinging with chlorine and the Changing Room always being cold and damp. It didn't matter 
how careful you were, you always left the building wearing wet or damp clothes. And how 
many other boys were dragged naked and struggling into the Drying Room to be whipped 
with the tips of wet towels?  
 
The Elliott Hall 
 
The first time that I saw the Elliott Hall was, without doubt, the most traumatic. My father 
had driven us down to Hatch End from Lancashire in a small Austin A40. There were no 
motorways, cars rarely exceeded 30 mph and it was an epic journey. All I knew of boarding 
schools was what I had read in books or comics, or seen on TV (“Billy Bunter” with Gerald 
Campion and Jimmy Edwards on black and white TV). I thought it was all “Cripes, Mr 
Quelch!” and boys relaxing in cosy studies and feasting on chocolate cake and cherry pies. 
It wasn't until in the late afternoon when we drove along the Uxbridge Road toward Hatch 
End that reality suddenly dawned on me. I was not going back home with my Dad.  As he 
drove along the rode I buried myself in the back seat and tried to hide. He couldn't find the 
school and did a U-turn and as we drove alongside a brick wall I saw a brass plaque with the 
name of the school inscribed upon it. I said nothing and prayed he wouldn't see it and give 
up and we could all go home. But he found the entrance and drove in through the open gate 
and the tyres crunched across the gravel and I wanted to stay trapped in the car with its 
comforting smell of  my father's pipe tobacco, but all too soon he was gone and I was stood 
abandoned beneath the twin towers of the Elliott Hall and I must have started crying.  
 
What happened to those two wonderful trees that stood at either end of the Hall? Each had a 
circular seat around the trunk. At the boys' entrance to the Hall, there was a short hallway, 
on the left hand side there was a tiled room that was used by the visiting barber who came  
every couple of weeks to administer  basin-type haircuts, and then there was a cloakroom 
for mackintoshs and then there were the swing doors that led into the Hall itself. The Hall 
was dominated at one end by the stage and the pipe organ, and at the other end by the 
balcony and the stained glass window. At the very top of the side walls, beneath the 



wooden, vaulted ceiling, there were a row of windows, and each was inset with the stained 
glass coats of arms of the great provincial cities. On either side of the organ at the rear of the 
stage was the roll call of the War dead. And on one wall was the bracket that held the 
numbers of the hymns that were to be sung at each service. On special ocassions, a banner 
of royal blue with the caduceus embroidered in gold was hung on the front of the organ. 
Halliday's portrait of the Queen hung on one side wall and on the opposite wall an oil 
portrait of Albert, Prince Consort. And was it Elliott who's face looked down from another 
canvas? 
 
I am sure that when I first arrived at the school,  we used nibs dipped into ink wells to write, 
but that these were soon replaced by ball-point pens. I remember somebody discovered that 
if you removed the cartridge from a ball point pen, that you were left with a miniature 
blowpipe. You could chew a piece of blotting paper into a pellet and blow it through the 
plastic tube at the back of your victim's head with some accuracy over a short distance. 
Soon straws and fatter tubes, like fountain pens, were brought into action and the craze 
caught on. There wasn't the back of a head, or the back of a neck, or the back of a jacket, 
that wasn't peppered with soggy paper pellets. And Her Majesty was not exempt either. 
Standing beneath the portraits of Elizabeth,. Albert and Elliott, you could see that the 
surfaces of the canvases were well-splattered. The craze petered out when someone started 
using the cut-off ends of shoe laces as darts, each lace-end pierced with a pin to form the 
point of the dart. When these were blown through the tube, instead of splattering, they 
embedded and drew blood....   
 
Beneath the balcony on the left side there was the office of the School secretary, there was 
the central entrance hall, (only to be used by VIP's), and on the right the Headmaster's study. 
I think that to the right of the HM's study there was the Stationery Cupboard and I think 
there was a connecting door. I say this because I recall being led into the cupboard (it was 
actually a room) by HFD for canings. You had to bend over and put your finger-tips on the 
bottom shelf. I remember seeing a whole pattern of finger and thumbprints in the dust on the 
shelf from the recipients of previous thrashings. 
 
All the rooms in the Main Buildings were incredibly high (as Mary said, going home to 
your council house was like going home to a shoe-box) but in the classrooms that lined the 
Elliott Hall the ceilings were almost within reach, and so were the lightbulbs! And so, on 
some winter nights, when you could no longer face the tedium and terror of  the 'Study' 
period, you could unscrew a light bulb, place a slip of cigarette foil into the bayonet fitting, 
replace the light bulb and turn the lights back on. The resulting fuse would throw the whole 
Hall into pitch darkness and we could all escape through the doors and windows, like rats 
from a sinking ship. 
 
I have only been back to the school twice since I left. Once while it was still open, and once 
after it had closed, after the demolition of the main buildings but before the construction of 
a supermarket. But I did see it quite often from the train as I travelled to and from London. 
Travelling into London the express train thundered through Hatch End station so quickly 
that if you blinked, you missed it. Then you saw the mock tudor buildings of Junior House 
and the kindergarten. Then you saw the main buildings. In front of the building and the net-
ball courts and on top of the grassy mound that concealed the air raid shelters, was a metal 
scaffolding that carried the name of the school (and the year that it was founded?). Then 



you saw the Sanitorium, the Hall and the Yard, the Gym, the Swimming pool, the Head's 
house, and finally the spread of the playing fields. And then it was gone. 
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