
The School Uniform 
from No.13 

Where to start? At the top, I suppose, with the cap. Blue and battered with the gold 
embroidered caduceus. It didn't matter what size your head was, the caps all seemed to be 
size 6¾. There was no allowance for fat heads, small heads, or pointed heads, the cap either 
perched on your head like a loose bottle-top, or sank around your ears like a Pontefract 
cake. Your number was scratched with black ink onto the tag sewn on inside by Saggy – if 
the tag was still there. The loss of your cap, along with the loss of most other things, was 
punishable by death, so the only answer was to pinch somebody else's and alter or remove 
the number tag. Whenever my cap went missing I always checked out the boy with number 
18 first, the 3 could easily be turned into an eight, then number 3, then number 131, etc.  
 
Next came the shirt and collar. The shirt was constructed from a coarse material, it may 
have been white when it was new but it was a hand-me-down and dull grey with pale blue-
grey pinstripes. And then there was the collar! I do not know who invented the shirt with a 
detached collar, nor do I know when or why, but I am guessing that it was a Victorian 
brainchild and because it enabled you to wash the collar more frequently than the shirt, 
which suggests that you could walk around with a filthy shirt concealed by your jacket and 
fool everyone with a brilliant white collar. Now I have known grown men cry while trying 
to attach the infernal things together, so you can imagine the agonies that they presented to 
small boys. The collars were attached at the back by a shallow, rigid collar stud, and at the 
throat by a deeper, hinged stud. Loss of the rear stud was a nuisance and left the collar free 
to wave up and down to the delight of anyone walking behind you, but the loss of the front 
collar stud was a disaster.  You had to replace it with the back stud, which wasn't deep 
enough to cope with the double shirt width and the double collar width. If you managed to 
make it work, it was only after a titanic struggle that left you with dislocated thumbs, 
bleeding fingernails, and a collar that was so tight around your throat that you could 
scarcely breath, and talking or swallowing or eating was out of the question. I can hardly 
believe it now, when I think back. The collars were swapped twice a week along with “snot 
rags” and Saggy provided us with another collar, supposedly laundered but definitely 
starched. I don't think they used 'Robin' starch but it may have been quick-setting cement. 
You had to force it into a circle to get it to go round your neck, and once fastened in poition, 
it soon wore an angry, dirt and sweat ingrained ring in your flesh. The collar was left up 
until you had knotted your tie, and then you had the herculean task of trying to fold the 
damned thing down. All the blood soon drained out of your arms, and it was sometimes 
necessary to enlist the help of half a dozen other boys. The result was a battered and twisted 
collar, and a complete nervous breakdown. And all this before breakfast! 
 
Over the shirt went the jacket. The everyday jacket, navy blue with the school badge on the 
breast pocket, was a sad and tawdry affair. Not for nothing was it known as your “spew 
jacket”. By the stains on the lapels you could tell what had been served for breakfast, dinner 
and tea. Evidence of a heavy cold was all too obvious on the crusty cuffs. “Best suits” were 
kept in the “best suit cupboard” and only allowed out on Sundays and high days. 
 
And so to the shorts or trousers, depending on the class that you were in. Grey. 
Socks were grey and had long lost the will to stand up. Clean pairs mysteriously appeared 
on your bed twice a week, and all the dirty ones thrown into the “cheese” bag. 
 



And what delights lay beneath the shorts or the trousers? What item of sartorial splendour 
adorned our pubescent loins? Well, the underpants had a label, but it wasn't Kalvin Klein. 
No, our imitation Y-fronts bore the “Morley” label, courtesy of the Right Honourable 
Claude Hope-Morley, member of the Board of Governors, underpant magnate and 
proprietor of the sweat-shop  that produced them. Like the socks, the pants had lost all their 
elasticity, were second or third hand, and beneath the trousers of many a boy hung a 
wretched pair of underpants that longed to be around his ankles. It's a pity the girls' knickers 
weren't so loose! 
 
The “games lockers” concealed further travesties. The games shirt was an anaemic cream 
colour made out of a sort of sack-cloth. The shorts were either short, or blew around your 
legs like the sails of a stricken ship, and the socks were so thick that it was impossible to 
pull on football boots. Not only were they thick, they were woven out of Brillo pads but it 
was their colour that was so incredible – they were a dark shade of rich but revolting brown, 
a colour that I have only ever seen reproduced on the banks of the Ganges. Football boots 
are a painful memory, they were great, clod-hopping things that had broken countless pairs 
of feet; they were bent and cracked and and dry and forced your feet to assume their own 
unnatural banana shape, and great nails from warped studs penetrated the sole and forced 
you to hobble or tip-toe as if you were walking barefoot over broken glass.We would treat 
them to great gobs of dubbin but all to no avail. You were lucky if you got a pair the same 
size and even luckier if they had  laces. 
 
But the most eccentric and embarrassing occupant of the games locker was the “sweater”. 
This was a great, shapeless grey garment. It had a floppy, fold-down collar that was open at 
the neck and afforded no protection at all from wind or rain. Its hem hung down below your 
knees, reducing your legs to matchsticks, and it had no chest and no waist, and I have a 
photo to prove it! I wonder if it came from the Morley range? 

     No.1 models the uniform but elegant winter sweater in rural Norfolk, 1958 
 
I don't know who was responsible for the school laundry, whether it was done on or off the 
premises, but a fair amount was done by the boys themselves. Boys who were consistently 
unkempt, or who had more food down their jacket than went down their throat, were 
condemned to the “Scruffy Parade”, this was a demeaning morning ritual that took place in 
the 'Washing Lavs', the guilty had to parade in front of the prefect and prove their 



cleanliness. The school tie did not qualify for the laundry, so it had to be washed by hand. In 
order to dry it out for use the next day, it was wrapped tightly around the washing lav steam 
pipes. In the morning, if it was still there, it was unwound, another inch longer than it was 
the day before and the colours slightly less distinct. Some ties were so long and thin that you 
could shove the end down your trousers and tuck it in to your Claude Hope-Morleys. If you 
didn't want to risk having the tie stolen, you could wind it around your bedstead, and then 
you could dampen the creases in your trousers and lay the trousers beneath the horse-hair 
mattress to press them under your body weight overnight. 
 
Uniforms were originally designed so that armies could recognise friend from foe, but in 
schools they served another purpose – it was a great leveller. It meant that, in appearance at 
least, all were equal. It was no longer possible to distinguish the prince from the pauper or 
the aristocrat from the commoner. It is dangerous to be a wise man amongst fools, and 
equally dangerous to flaunt wealth in the face of the poverty-stricken.  
 
But then something extraordinary happened in the early sixties, the invention of the “drip-
dry” shirt, made from terylene or bri-nylon. Until then everyone had to wear the uniform 
shirt and collar and a private shirt was neither acceptable for laundry, and nor was it possible 
to wash one yourself because it took too long to dry. But that was about to change. 
Suddenly, those who could afford them appeared with dazzling white, drip-dry shirts. They 
could be rinsed at night and be dry in the heat of the washing lavs by morning. 
Unfortunately there was one disadvantage – they were regarded by the have-nots with 
jealous eyes, and unlike the school shirts, these prized possessions bore no number tags. The 
owner could come down in the morning and look up to where his shirt had been hanging, 
only to find an empty wire hanger. In order to combat this happening, boys took to hanging 
their shirts in a way that might deter the culprits – they would climb up and hang from the 
highest steam-pipes, their shirt on its hanger gripped between their teeth, and go hand-over-
hand to the farthest reach. 
 
Some of these boys also appeared boasting their own cuff links and tie pins! Can you 
imagine it – cuff links and tie pins!  
 
I remember one morning WS came into the washing lavs only to find his drip-dry shirt no 
longer dripping and no longer there at all. Minutes later he ran into FF. FF was a permanent 
member of the scruffy parade club, he always looked as if he had just crawled out of a 
dustbin, but the night before he had scaled the heights of the washing lav pipes and claimed 
his prize and that day he wore a  brilliant white shirt that shone out like a beacon. No matter 
that it was two sizes too big for his scrawny neck. WS confronted him and accused him of 
stealing his shirt. FF was all denial and righteous indignation, 
“Prove it!” he challenged WS. 
“It's got my name tag sewn on it” countered WS. 
“No it hasn't” insisted FF. 
“Oh yes it has” said WS, “it's sewn on at the bottom of the shirt tail!”. 
FF had only checked the collar area where tags were normally fixed. There was a dreadful 
silence while FF tried to come terms with this new and devastating information, and then, 
with the wild and furtive eyes of a creature cornered, FF took to his heels and was off down 
the corridor, with WS in hot pursuit. The chase ended when FF ran into the toilets and 
barricaded himself into one of the cubicles. WS hammered on the door and tried to force an 



entry and then, from the other side of the door, came the unmistakable sound of material 
being ripped, followed by the sound of the toilet being flushed. FF emerged, hot and 
bothered, the shirt untucked and minus a tail. 
 
On the last day of your school life, at the end of term when you finally left, you handed 
back your uniform for it to be re-cycled for the next inmate. It was the last opportunity to 
detect the prince from the pauper. As you walked onto the stage to be presented with your 
Bible you wore the charcoal grey suit with maroon tie that was provided for you, unless you 
were one of the “cuff link and tie pin brigade” in which case you already had something far 
more salubrious to depart in. 
 
 

 
At a photo-shoot at a secret location somewhere in the capital (probably the Thames 
Embankment!) No.1, No. 151, and No. 13 demonstrate the complete 'Best Suit' range. 
No.1 is showing off the fashionably undersized cap (which is liable to say goodbye to his 
head at the slightest puff of wind and disappear into the river). No.1 is plainly a IVth former 
and wears long trousers. Note the generous turn-ups, capable of easily holding a sixpence, a 
couple of cigarettes, a conker or two, a piece of bubble gum, and a great wad of fluff. As an 
accessory, No.1 clutches a 1906 Kodak box camera. The streaky-bacon tie is in evidence. 
No.151 is too small for his feet to reach the ground and is obviously from Junior House. 
No.151 has dispensed with the cap for a more informal pose. Those grey socks, rolled over 
at the top, are not self supporting, and No.151 has almost certainly resorted to elastic bands 



– ideal for the purpose until they cut off the circulation and lead to the complete loss of the 
use of the legs. 
 
No.13 adopts a demure pose and his cap appears to be a size too big, bucking the trend so 
favoured by No.1. The lapels of the jacket have the appearance of wilted lettuce leaves. 
No.13's feet are tucked underneath him at an unnatural angle, most likely a disfigurement 
caused by wearing those fucking, crippling football boots! 


