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I entered The Hall School, of Crossfield Road Hampstead in 1941, when I 

was 6 ½ years of age. This was and still is a private preparatory school. 
The interview was with the headteacher – well we said headmaster in 

those days. The fabled G.A. Wathen, CIE MA. Old, ex Indian army, with a 
core of similar colleagues around him. Forty years later I attended a 
reunion and his grandson was head teacher. Apparently I made my mark 

by kicking him on the shin when he took me by my arm. “My goodness, 
he’s kicked me” was his exclamation to my mother. One might think he 

would exact some sadistic revenge on me over the next seven years, but 
no, I was always on his favoured list, and compared to today’s politically 

correct milksops, he was a real headmaster. I just don’t know how my 
father, who was then a junior rank in the army managed to pay for my 
fees, but I do know that Mr Wathen was prepared to be flexible, so I 

suspect we didn’t pay the full rate.  According to my father, the wealthy 
families paid the full rate, we paid somewhat less. And there was some 

wealth represented. There was a large proportion of Jewish boys who 
never seemed to be short of anything, and I recall one or two boys arriving 
in chauffeur driven 1936 type Packhard limousines, as I approached from 

the opposite direction, and this pre 1948. I had a five minute walk to 
school, all residential roads and no traffic whatsoever. The only minor 

problem was the smooth haired terrier that resided in the corner house 
where Crossfield Road joined Lancaster Grove. If it was out when one 
passed it would chase you away, and on one occasion it nipped my mother 

on the leg or bottom, when we were together one day. 
So I entered the 'Lower 1', the entrance class, in September 1941. Years 

afterwards I found that my mother had saved my school reports, together 
with various other deathless memorabilia. My first report, on a beautifully 
headed sheet at Christmas 1941 read as follows:- 

 
Name: Wilson                    Age 7 

Form: L1 No. of boys: 13  Average age 5.8  Final place: 4 
SUBJECT                                                                            PLACE 



Reading… He has made very good progress                           7 
Writing… Very good                                                               1 

Arithmetic… Very good. he is a hard working boy                   5 
Scripture… 

History… Excellent. He possesses the wisdom of Solomon      4 
Geography… 
Handwork… Excellent. He has infinite patience 

Drawing…  Very promising 
Headmaster's remarks: Seems to be intelligent. - he takes life very 

seriously! 
 
If only this performance had been maintained! It was 18 months before I 

was in my own age group, and by then I had two more terms where my 
final place was 3rd and 5th, but otherwise I was way down. The main 

problem was illness, there were so many long periods missed, and I just 
couldn't make up the lost ground. When I was at school, I drew remarks 

such as 'seems rather lethargic'. 
My first form teacher was Miss White. Forty years later I attended a school 
reunion for my year, and astonishingly, there was the now diminutive Miss 

White, now a widowed Mrs Barron, and she demonstrated that she had 
remembered most of of our names. Mr Barron had taught French, taken 

hymn practice on Wednesday afternoons and ran the Scouts. It had 
created quite a hubbub of interest when they got married. 
Mr Wathen's Praetorian Guard was the trio of Fyson, Prideaux and 

Rotherham. They were older than the other teachers. Mr Fyson taught 
Greek, so I never sat with him. He was old and stooped with thin white 

hair, and quiet, but seemed pleasant. Mr Prideaux was younger, with black 
hair slicked back over a dark skin. More recently I have read rave reviews 
about his ability as a teacher. He was later to cram me during my special 

holiday classes prior to Common Entrance in 1948. He was master of the 
one line put-down. At one holiday class session, a somewhat ingenue 

friend, Tom asked him:- "Please Sir, will I pass Common Entrance?" The 
reply was straight off the middle of the bat. "Yes, as long as you don't do 
anything stupid!".  Mr Rotherham was an elderly bustling man. He was also 

an extreme disciplinarian. He had a reputation, but as I was later to find 
out, a kind heart. He taught geography. This became my best subject. Mr 

Rotherham was an overt, proud Yorkshireman, and so far as I am 
concerned, everything he said about that then mysterious northern county 



was proved 100% correct. When I took up residence there nearly 20 years 
later I had already heard about the Vale  of York, which I overlook from 

the scarp side of the North Wolds, and the Vale of Pickering, which lies just 
to the north of us at Market Weighton. On one occasion though, he 

described biting into a melon, such that the juice dripped down the sides of 
your mouth. We were mystified; nobody else knew what a melon was, we 
were too young to remember them. Another of the comments that Mr 

Rotherham made, was that when he was young, whenever he saw a word 
printed that he didn't understand, then he would look it up in the 

dictionary. At the time one underestimates the seminal value of such 
teachers. 
The school caretaker was Roberts - just Roberts, in fact. He was popular 

because he sometimes joined in playground games, especially when the 
practice cricket net was rigged in the playground, and also because he was 

approachable, and would chat if we went into his little workshop. He could 
bowl a good medium pace spin I recall!  

One start of term assembly saw two new teachers, Mr Bathurst and Miss 
Hardboard.  No prizes for guessing their nicknames. I think the former took 
history, the latter was patient with us teaching Latin. I suffered Latin for six 

years in all, from the age of 9. It subsequently proved so useful that I wish 
I had got a better understanding of the grammar, rather than just the 

words. Also, and this must have been nearer the end of the war, a new 
male teacher arrived who was younger, and to our eyes, unconventional. 
He was fairly tall and thin, with black wiry hair. combed down. One day 

when we were in class, in an attic classroom, he excused himself for a few 
minutes, reminding us to behave while he was out. This good behaviour 

must have lasted all of 30 seconds, before all hell let loose. One boy, 
Gamble I think, was smart enough to keep 'cave', looking obliquely through 
the glass door panel. Suddenly he collapsed into hysterics. We were 

shocked into silence and and turned to ask if he was all right. Helplessly he 
pointed to the door and said he'd seen our teacher crawling on hands and 

knees, along the narrow corridor, to catch us fooling about. At this, the 
door opened and and in walked our teacher. On another occasion, this 
teacher, whose name escapes me was refereeing our game of football, on 

the Lymington Road playing fields. As usual the football was wet, heavy, 
sticky and lopsided. Suddenly it caught me on the side of my head, and I 

was flat on the ground. I became aware of the game stopping and the 
other boys gathering round. "Get up - get up" said the teacher in an 



agitated voice. Luckily I was able to. I don't think I scored any goals that 
day.  

Another youngish, smart looking teacher was Mr Murray-Davy, but I have 
few memories of his lessons. What is still vivid in my mind is a young 

blonde lady teacher who took us for some lessons upstairs in one of the 
attic rooms. She got into a bit of a lather when she started to lose control 
of us, some twenty 11 year olds. Losing her 'sang-froid', she shouted, "I'm 

not frightened of you" and hurled the board rubber at the ring-leader who 
was sitting two rows behind me. He ducked and it caught the boy behind 

him in the face, making him blub. 
Lymington Road sports ground was a few minutes walk up Finchley Road, 
then left into Lymington Road, and right onto the field.   We walked in 

crocodiles. We played cricket and football there, at the appropriate times, 
and held our annual sports day there. I loved the magic smell of newly 

mown grass and those powerful looking ganged grass-cutters. I loved the 
smell of the cricket pads and bats when the bags were opened. I was less 

impressed by the barrage balloon installation on a windy day, with the 
thing thrashing about on it's cable and the dangerous looking 
meteorological balloon that was occasionally paraded about in it's cage.  

Well, barrage balloons were dangerous, because on one occasion I saw 
one in town, at an oblique angle, with it's cable just scraping the rooftops. 

I don't know how effective they were as a deterrent, but if you are 
bombing a city the size of London, I suppose you would just fly high 
enough to miss the balloons and still create chaos. Nearly as exciting was 

the day when I was walking in town with my mother, when overhead I 
noticed several aircraft, at a fair altitude. There was larger one with several 

smaller ones flying around it. I have often wondered if it was a German 
bomber that had got separated from it's flight. 
My sporting successes were initially at cricket, because when I was eleven 

I had a such good season I had visions of getting a place in the school 
second eleven. I batted, scoring a dizzy 13 runs on one occasion; I bowled, 

taking several wickets, and I took a catch or two. On one occasion, Mr 
Murray-Davy was batting, and I remember him looking round the field, and 
at me when the bowler was walking back. Predictably he cut the next ball 

down to where I was fielding. Everything he did seemed slick. Sad to relate 
I never did so well again.  

 
My final glory at Lymington Road was in my last term after the war in 



1948. I won my heats in the 100 yards sprint, and 100 yards hurdles, and 
was in the final of "throwing the cricket ball". On finals day my parents 

were present to see me beaten into second place in both races while the 
throwing was more spectacular. The scores of parents were drawn up 

along both sides of the throwing area. I skewed one of my attempts, 
aiming directly at where my parents were standing. Everyone moved back 
surprisingly quickly. I think I must have come third because at the 

subsequent prize giving I was presented with three prizes, which I recall I 
found somewhat disappointing. My disappointment was lifted by a school 

friend, also in 'Purple house' who was ecstatic at my winning so many 
points for our 'house'. Sic gloria transit mundi. 
 

The school itself was situated on the south facing side of Crossfield Road, 
looking down Adamson Road. I found out fairly recently that it had been 

designed by an eminent school architect.  It was surrounded by residential 
properties, but had a reasonable asphalt playground behind the red brick 

building. The back of the playground shared overhanging trees from the 
properties behind. To the east, at the right hand side lay a mysterious 
covered games court which was like a wide squash court. It was 

mysterious because nobody ever played squash there. East of that was a 
further playground, purchased during my time there and asphalted. The 

imposing front entrance was for staff and visitors. Pupils entered via the 
downward steps at the left hand boundary wall, and then right into the 
entrance, with toilets to the left, and the main school hall straight ahead. 

In the original configuration, before a vandal created fire in the 1980's, the 
hall was a magnificent room, with bookcase lined walls between the 

classroom doors opening off to the left and each side at the far end. The 
roof was wood beamed. A cantilevered first floor level gallery ran along the 
left side with wooden bannisters and hand-rail.  Around the top of the 

panelling were the shields of each of the main public schools of the land, 
an inspiring as well as daunting sight. A raised dais was positioned at the 

far end, and it was here that the staff sat during morning roll call, facing 
rows of boys on wooden benches sat class by class. We answered by name 
and I recall that siblings were given numbers to differentiate between 

them, hence - Hickling 1, Hickling 2, Hickling 3, eldest first. Somerfield 1 
and Somerfield 2 and so on. Back in class each form captain had to report 

on attendance to the form-master when he entered. I was class captain for 
one term, but at the term end the headmaster announced it as Wolf, and 



not Wilson, which long rankled with me; as my father could do no wrong. 
Mr Wathen regularly promoted my father through the officer ranks at each 

speech day as year succeeded year. I can recall Major Wilson, but cannot 
vouch for Colonel! Clearly he considered him to be the right stuff for the 

school. His final glory came when he was asked to open the batting for the 
fathers at the annual cricket match. The other opening batsman was John 
Strachey, then War Minister in the Attlee government. My father scored 

four glorious runs, then to my intense sadness got out. 
The bookcases in the main hall held titles that would be politically incorrect 

today, tales of stiff upper lip and daring do. They could be borrowed on a 
library basis. My first book was "The Invisible Island" 
It had one exciting colour plate inside the front flyleaf, typical of that 

genre, but the rest I found hard going and it took me ages to read through 
it. Eventually I had consumed all the Arthur Ransome books as well as 

many of the Enid Blyton "Just William" series. Years later I repeated this 
treatment with the same and similar titles, reading to my daughters when 

they were at an impressionable age. I think they appreciated it later in life 
as I still do. 
The main hall was also used as the venue for the annual poetry 

competition. In my years this was forgone conclusion, as a friend Tom 
DePokorny won it each time he entered. His advantage was that his 

parents were in the theatre, having toured 'with the Lunts' at some stage 
and they coached him until his delivery was well nigh perfect. Well, I had 
my ten penn'orth and learned "The burial of Sir John Moore after 

Corunna", a morbid dirge that probably suited my character. I duly 
delivered this in a flat monotone, and while word perfect, it won me only 

satisfaction and no doubt considerable kudos. The school play was also 
something of a hoot, with pubescent boys playing retired colonels. For this 
event the sporting and other trophies and artefacts from around the staff 

part of the school were permitted, so the stage looked quite impressive. 
This event remained a total mystery to me.The headmaster's study was off 

the centre of the transverse corridor, overlooking the top end of the main 
hall. To be summoned there was a serious event, but amazingly I never 
suffered corporal punishment at this or at Highgate later. This was 

significant, as Mr Wathen had a cane that looked like a broken billiard cue. 
In fact there was a billiard table in the room off to the left of the main 

entrance hall. It was 3/4 size ands of the rotating variety, having a nicely 
polished top.It seems incredible, but I was allowed to play on it once or 



twice before I moved on to Highgate.The game has always thrilled me and 
I wished I was better at it. My father who had misspent some of his youth 

in smoky billiard halls was always able to beat me, but he had missed out 
on a formal secondary education. 

We let off steam in the playground at the back of the school. There were 
numerous old car tyres, which we bowled around. It was good fun but you 
had to plan ahead, especially if you had the giant bald-treaded commercial 

tyre known as 'killer'. In my later years we played basketball on the newly 
acquired eastern playground. By this time I had a good following of 

friends, and they asked if I could be captain of basketball. This was agreed 
and I enjoyed a good season, leading my team to at least one good 
victory, decided I recall, by a corner penalty I took. I daresay our rules 

were local and quaint, but we loved it. After such exertions we would wash 
our hands and the toilets also provided the venue for one or two of the 

many fights I got into. One day I got into a difference of opinion with a 
dark sleek boy named C.... We were about to walk down the main stairs 

and he turned caught me with a perfectly delivered upper cut. Some time 
later we had a further altercation in the toilets and and this time I was 
ready for him. I fought on until he'd had enough. I can still hear him saying 

"Come on, get this guy off me." I fought on forcing him to the ground, 
until he had his back to the wash basins. My friends cheered me on. I won 

on points. I had more trouble with this boy, when he described my father 
as 'an old f…..' I must have passed this on back at home, because at the 
next confrontation, he looked a worried boy and told me I was a fool. 

Apparently my father complained in person to Mr Wathen, who took out a 
box file, thumbed through the record cards, and said, I think this will be 

the boy. He was right.  
Another 'bete noir' for me was Jay, a larger, heavily built boy. I had several 
fights with him. He wasn't popular, and my supporters, especially Woolf, 

who was a small dark eyed lad, gave advice during the brawl, like trainers. 
"Keep your guard up, go for his chin etc." I don't recall the fights ever 

being stopped by the staff. Years later I met Jay up on Hampstead Heath, 
near the round pond. He was charming, "My dear chap" he said, "How are 
you" or something like that and beamed. I met him again at the 40 years 

on reunion, where Miss White, our first teacher appeared to remember us 
all, and we had a nice chat. In 2014 I had some correspondence with his 

son Sammy, who valued a brace of Ker Porter books for me and I asked to 
be remembered to his father. 



One seven day wonder was when the son of Epstein the sculptor entered 
the school. Entered was about as far as it went. This was the wild boy. His 

hair was long, he was wild eyed and out of his depth in a school 
environment. Within a couple of days he had run away, down Adamson 

Road to Swiss Cottage, where the Prefects apparently caught him as he 
was going into the underground, dragging him back. I don't remember him 
after that episode. 

One benefit of a school with around half the boys from Jewish families was 
that of bartering. After each holiday and especially in the New Year, there 

was some tendency to trade in surplus presents. Given the 'spiv' era that 
we were shortly entering, this was extremely useful. One day when 
stepping off a train on the underground I spotted and retrieved a clear 

plastic bodied propelling pencil with a pocket clip. It was so modern looking 
that I thought it could only have been dropped by an American soldier. I 

was so proud of it, taking it to school and displaying it prominently. 
Another boy in the class just had to have it. I held out. The stakes went 

higher and higher. Eventually I gave way and and we agreed a deal 
whereby I got a good history book, a Roman coin, (probably counterfeit) 
and one or two other items for this pencil. 

On Wednesday afternoons, Mr Barron would take the whole school for 
hymn practice. At morning assembly we always sang a hymn, led on the 

piano by a lady member of staff. On Wednesday therefore, we rehearsed 
the hymns for the following week. In particular I can hear Mr Barron 
getting quite distressed about our slurred diction, principally in the hymn 

"Holy- holy - holy". 
"Holy, holy, holy, Lord God Almighty! 

Early in the morning our song shall rise to Thee. 
Holy, holy, holy! Merciful and mighty! 
God in three persons, Blessed Trinerty!" 

No, no, he would implore us. It is NOT Blessed Trinerty, it IS Blessed 
Trinity. We would try again, and several hundred piping voices would 

repeat "Blessed Trinerty" And so it would precede until he was satisfied 
that no further improvement was possible. Astonishingly, one afternoon I 
decided I didn't want to attend hymn practice and I stayed in my balcony 

classroom alone for the next period, from time to time taking a 
surreptitious peep through the glass door pane at the sea of heads below. 

I rejoined my class for the next period and nobody had noticed my 
absence. Overall however, these sessions made the hymns memorable, 



and now in church the first few bars of the better known ones waft over 
me like old friends. 

One of my favourites was "Eternal Father strong to save". On one occasion 
I caused some mirth at hospital when I advised my nurse of this fact, as I 

allegedly said "Internal Father…." 
 
I was a very poor Cub, and an even worse Boy Scout. My elder sister, 

Judith had been a Girl Guide, and had a wonderful diary or handbook, full 
of illustrations and notes on doing all sorts of exciting things, like building 

an open fire with an automatic log feeder, worked by gravity. Alas, for me 
reality fell miles short of this. I worked for a few badges but never really 
got into the swing of things. Our outings to Hampstead Heath were not 

memorable, barring the long walk up Finchley Road, to Platts Lane, then 
onto the heath. One day my mother had given me a little glass bottle of 

milk, but when I had time to drink it, it seemed to be partly blocked. When 
I got home we examined it and my mother exclaimed that a pat of butter 

had formed. The only way to get it out was to smash the bottle - we didn't 
think of heating it in hot water! The bottle was quickly smashed and the 
pieces of glass carefully picked out and the resultant butter spread on a 

piece of bread. Quite an experience and it did say something for the quality 
of the milk. 

Eventually I graduated to the Boy Scouts, with Messrs Barron and 
McClaggan. I had little pride in my uniform, and little desire to add badges 
to my sleeve. We had some fun times careering about on the heath, but 

we never really seemed dedicated to the prescribed task. We sometimes 
buried our lemonade bottles in the soft soil to keep them cool, then set off 

to scamper hither and thither. One objective was to look for courting 
couples, in the little 'dens' in the middle of thorn bushes, with their 
ominous detritus. I never went to camp and the overall experience was not 

memorable. Lord Baden-Powell would have been pretty disgusted with me. 
Like several other family members, I am left handed. Unlike my father, and 

a long lost cousin, who both had their 'sinister' elements beaten out of 
them at school, I belong to the first generation that was allowed to write 
left handed. The world of course is designed for the majority of people and 

they are right-handed. Aeroplanes, Lee-Enfield rifles  and Bren-guns have 
to be operated in a right handed manner. At Highgate I did fire rifles using 

my left shoulder and left eye, operating the bolt with my right hand, but it 
was inconvenient. With golf and cricket there is a choice, and at least 



cricket bats aren't 'handed'. However when I first stood at the crease to 
play cricket, I was placed to the bowler as a right-hander, and it took a 

little time to convince the teacher that I really felt happier standing the 
other way on. 

 
My ability with art was recorded in a school report the next year, when I 
was struggling with some subjects. 'Drawing… A strong steady style of his 

own.' 'History… Good, but his high place has been due chiefly to good 
artistic work. He must practice writing. 2nd out of 15.'  My art flourished. 

One day I got a 'double plus', almost unheard of, for copying a royal seal, 
of Henry III I think, in pencil, from a textbook illustration. My history 
master made me present it to Mr Wathen during lunch, quite an honour. 

Shortly after that I had a phase drawing Spanish galleons with 'olde world' 
curly annotations underneath. Later still, a class friend, named Beck and I 

started drawing nudes - no full frontals!  This went unchallenged until a 
young lady teacher objected, and stopped it. Years later there was a school 

competition for the best poster, advocating I think, saving electricity. Our 
materials were the usual school supplies, but I felt the grey paper supplied 
was a handicap. I was proud of my own effort and it gave me third place, 

involving a presentation in assembly, from some dignitary, and applause 
from the other boys. The winner was the son of a professional artist, and 

his effort was out of our league, on good quality white art paper. Beside it, 
my effort was pathetic. 
 

One day we had a film show at school. The white screen was set up on a 
rather wobbly frame. The sound equipment had a rather bad connection 

and produced staccato loud bangs and crackles. I hated it. I cannot recall 
what the film was about, or even if the film was shown at all. Despite some 
aggressive instincts I was a nervous child. My father being away in the 

army, I was very close to my mother. Earlier she had suggested that she 
should have handles attached to her dresses, so I could hold on more 

securely!  This is in contrast to the confidence which others admired, or 
despised me for later in life. 
One of my school friends, Carrington I think, was seriously into butterfly 

and moth collecting. One morning as I went to school, I noticed an odd 
shape on the wooden fencing opposite, and on investigation, found that it 

was a pair of beautiful hawk moths, in mating position. Towards the end of 
the day I mentioned this to him and he came around after school, with his 



'killing jar', scooping them up before departing. I have subsequently had 
some remorse for my action, wishing they had had time for their genetic 

exchange and fly away, unscathed. 
Although school lunches were served every day, in the main hall, I 

invariable walked home to Belsize Square and had lunch with my mother. 
The few occasions I dined at the school were not so pleasant. The hubbub, 
the smell of the food and the rush were foreign. Another unpleasant 

experience was the inoculations. The big scourges, which we were 
reminded about by posters in every tube station were diphtheria and VD. It 

would have been for the former that we lined up, class by class one day. I 
remember the smell of the ether, the anxiety over the injection, the prick 
of the needle and then it was all over. The latter illness remained a 

mystery for some years. Other unpleasant experiences were physical 
training and swimming. Somehow I missed the latter, probably due to my 

ill health, although it was optional, and surprisingly I wasn't pressed into it. 
Neither of my parents could swim, although my elder sister was adept. 

Both activities took place at Finchley Road public baths, where I eventually 
started swimming some years later. But PT was a heavy load to bear. We 
walked down as a class, or for demonstration days the whole school, and 

entered the building apprehensively savouring the chlorine smell. We 
stripped down to shorts and plimsoles, two to each cubicle. Then the 

torture began. 
The P.T. instructor was medium height, immaculate in white costume and 
officious. Hand picked for the job. The general exercises were bearable, 

but then came the ropes, which I eventually mastered, and the vaulting 
horses which were nerve racking. Worst of all were the wall bars, because 

the one thing that made me go gaga was turning upside down, stuck on 
the wall like some helpless stick insect. Those of us who couldn't or 
wouldn't were invariably helped and I must say that it was well carried out. 

I envied those boys who excelled with all the activities. One day we were 
standing in several lines, at ease, and I was flexing my shoulders. 'Stop 

shrugging your shoulders, that boy' shouted the instructor. After a few 
moments he repeated it.Then he strode up and stood a few feet from me, 
repeating the command. I came too and stopped. For the big days, we had 

several practices, and a leader would be chosen for each column. No 
problem there, it was usually the same cocky small individual, named 

Martell. They had a lot to remember and they were good at it. When we 
turned up prior to the public demonstration, I always seemed to be lagging 



at the back, last into the changing rooms, last out, everyone else marking 
time, in line, champing at the bit, as I tottered out, a bit breathless and 

bewildered, and we hadn't even begun. Then on with the show, and I must 
say it would have looked good from the balcony where the parents and 

staff sat. I was always painfully thin - as I still am - with my ribs sticking 
out when I stretched, and on one occasion Mr Wathen said to my mother, 
'Mrs Wilson, you should give your son more to eat.'  

Fund raising in the school at this time was in aid of the war effort. Each 
'house' was measured against the others. There were four houses, blue, 

green, orange and purple. I was in purple. Inter-house competition seemed 
to be fairly low key, restricted mainly to sports day and fund raising. For 
the latter, there were four wires stretched across the middle of the main 

hall, one for each house. Various symbols were used to show the position 
in relation to the target, each in the colour of the respective house. I 

remember the paper aeroplanes that flew across the wires over a period of 
weeks, until the winner reached the other side. I don't know whether we 

contributed, and if so, how much, but there was clearly money in the 
school. With a Spitfire costing £5,000, less engine, I daresay the school 
could make a worthwhile contribution. 

 
One term a handful of boys started a somewhat ritualistic semi de-bagging 

which caused me some alarm. I thus took to literally wearing belt and 
braces, to support my school shorts. I kept away from the trouble until one 
day I was set on, and managed to extricate  myself before the worst 

happened. A few days later I received a summons from Mr Wathen who 
asked me to tell him what I knew about this business. I blurted out that 

only a few boys were involved and that I had kept out of the way. I was 
thanked and dismissed. Later my father informed me that Mr Wathen had 
said to him that he decided to ask me as he knew I would be truthful. 

Later I was flattered by his trust in me. 
Another spot of blather concerned holidays. We had the usual school term, 

and Bank Holidays were taken as normal. With however, over half the boys 
being of the Jewish faith, there was some muttering that they should be 
given their days off as well. Needless to say this eventually went away. 

 
One of my friends was George Bethell, who lived with his mother on the 

top floor of a house at the eastern end of Belsize Park Gardens. This was 
not unusual, but George who seemed to be a jolly good sort, had an 



unlovable habit when at school of writing with ink on his hands and face. 
On one of the worst occasions he resembled a tattooed Maori warrior. Mr 

Wathen appeared one day, and paraded him in front of us, asking why 
someone would want to do a thing like that. At home we linked this to an 

odd story he had divulged about his father, who by all accounts had 
obtained a hoard of gold plates and we wondered whether he had been 
imprisoned, as we never met him. Mrs Bethell appeared not only normal 

but resolute, because when I was at their flat, she would calmly read to us 
during air raids. By this time the conventional bombing raids had eased off, 

but there was a new, worse alternative, the 'doodle-bug'. Historically I 
suppose this contraption from hell was the first cruise missile. I can hear 
the staccato rattle of the bloody things now. Then the engine cut out and 

you ran for cover. After an awful pause came a big explosion. They came 
over in waves, and after the war I was impressed to hear that only some 

10% reached their targets. They chased me when I walked to school, and 
I would crouch down behind a front garden low wall when I heard the 

engine cut out, then get up and proceed after detonation hoping there 
wouldn't be another. Up in Bethell's flat we would be called and sent under 
the dining table when the siren started wailing. Mrs Bethell would start 

reading, from something like Dr Doolittle. Then we might hear a V.1 
coming, closer and closer. Mrs Bethell sat by the attic window, facing us, 

still reading. We simply sat it out, until the all-clear sounded. Then we 
continued playing with our toy soldiers, supported by armour. We also 
served. 

One day at home, during an air raid, we heard a bomb whistling down and 
my mother dragged me into the bathroom and said - 'Lean over the bath 

and the blood won't make such a mess'. A few years ago my elder sister 
reminded me that on another occasion, during a doodle-bug attack, our cat 
fled and hid and I said - ' This one's for us, the cat knows.' It missed and 

struck elsewhere. Someone else's tragedy. 
Later on came the V.2's, the supersonic rockets. There was nothing you 

could do. Suddenly there was a tremendous explosion. Then, if you were 
lucky, you might just hear the thing arriving. Faster than sound. No 
defence. 

 
Around the middle of the war, the junior school got it's building back. This 

was situated on the corner of Bucknell Crescent and Belsize Park. The 
Royal Navy de-requisitioned it, and we returned until we went back to the 



senior school. Miss Gladstone was the headmistress, a tall white haired, 
imposing figure. There was a small asphalt playground where the garden 

had originally been, but there was greenery with a few trees left, and I 
remember being pleased with the new shoots and leaves appearing in May 

1943. What a contrast to conditions on mainland Europe, where horror 
succeeded horror. By this time the newspaper maps showed arrows with 
hammer and sickles inexorably forcing the swastikas back, back again to 

the names we had heard a couple of years earlier: Crimea, Rostov on Don, 
Kharkov, Smolensk, and the Pripet Marshes. Hell on earth.  

It was at Buckland Crescent that I had my first significant victory. I was 
fighting with another boy and we fell onto the classroom floor. Suddenly 
the bystanders warned us that the teacher was returning, Miss White 

possibly. I desisted and stood up, but my combatant continued to savage 
my lower legs. Quickly and deliberately I stood on his supporting hand. He 

stopped. He cried. I conquered. I received a form of comeuppance some 
time later, again from Miss White. It must have been during a class and 

having lost attention, I was practising making bird shadows on the nearby 
wall, by contorting my hands - sparrows, parrots, that sort of thing. 
Suddenly Miss White stopped her delivery and asked what I was doing. 

'Oh, cheeky Cock Robin' I answered. Her look was sufficiently withering to 
make me pay attention thereafter.  It was here also that we had our 

'multiplication tables' dinned into us. With exercise books, wall charts in 
different colours, and repeating our tables round the class, parrot fashion, 
we eventually got the hang of them. The colour system was smart, 

because the difficult numbers were black, 9x7, 9x12 and so forth, while the 
easy numbers, 2x4, 3x5, were light, bright colours. Some time later, at the 

main school, Mr Beasley set a jolly homework. 'Learn your 13 and 14 times 
tables, there will be a test tomorrow.' Now we were word perfect up to 12 
times table, so taking account of Mr Beasley's unpopularity, this was 

unspeakable. What a desperate evening I spent, first with my mother, then 
my sister , who was home at the time. We struggled on and eventually I 

had it committed to memory, but at what a cost and harm to my system! 
At least I could face the morning with with some confidence. 
Buckland Crescent was also used for holiday lessons for those of us who 

were considered in need, as we approached Common Entrance 
examinations. 

When I was eight, my grandmother gave me a chess set. It was wartime. 
The chess pieces were moulded from plaster of Paris and painted. I 



couldn't play chess, but one day, Dr Sprott, on one of his many visits, 
sitting at my bedside, noticed the chess set and showed me the moves. 

Later at The Hall, we had a chess club, and I eventually captained 'Purple' 
team to victory in the inter-house competition. I wasn't the best player in 

our team, that recognition has to go to a heavily spectacled boy named 
Primost. Anyway I received a very nice silver cup for the year, but did the 
right thing and handed it over to Primost after six months. Strangely, while 

at Highgate I never played chess, although there was a chess club. I think 
I just wanted to get home by 6p.m. and do my homework - six days a 

week. I didn't feel inclined to give Caesar any more! I took it up again 
when husband and father, forming a chess club in our East Yorks town, 
which flourished for 21 years in the Hull chess circuit. 

 
In 1943 I contracted paratyphoid, which lost me a full school term and 

nearly my life. I was incarcerated in isolation at Great Ormonde Street 
hospital and later at Lawne Road hospital in Hampstead, near our house. I 

had my own day and night nurse. I was allowed my Meccano set by special 
dispensation and this gave me a will to live, to show my mother something 
new every time she visited. One day a large envelope arrived, addressed to 

me. It was full of letters from my school classmates. Our English teacher 
had set for homework a letter to me in hospital.  They had all been 

marked, so I had the mistakes underlined in red, with red annotations in 
the margins.  The final marks were recorded. I read them avidly. 
Poignantly my friend George Bethell had written, he being in my class. It 

had more meaning than the others, but overall it was a nice touch. I 
daresay all were burned when they baked my belongings before I was 

discharged, after 100 days, and four days before Christmas. I couldn't 
stand or walk without clinging onto some support. But I was alive. 
The 'Vergeltungswaffen' (revenge weapons), V.1's and V.2's, doodlebugs 

and rockets had broken upon us and passed, things were moving quickly 
on mainland Europe. The Nazi beast was being compressed even further. 

In the Pacific the Japanese were being inexorably forced back. There was 
only hate left.  Then one day came the news that the war in Europe was 
over. Hitler was dead, he had committed suicide. That evening we took the 

underground up to Trafalgar Square and walked to Admiralty Arch. There 
were excited crowds everywhere. 'Spivs' were selling balloons and peaches 

at four shillings each. Mother forked out eight shillings for two peaches. 
They were unripe but it was the fruit of freedom. They would have tasted 



good in any condition. Then we walked up the Mall towards the Palace in 
the dark. I think it was floodlit. It was packed, a seething mass of happy 

people. They cheered and clapped. Suddenly the King and Queen came out 
on the centre balcony.  Everyone cheered.  After some moments another 

figure joined them on the balcony. It was Winston Churchill. A tremendous 
cheer went up. He waved back and we cheered again. I think the 
Princesses came out as well. What a night. We walked back to the 

underground and went home, deliriously happy.  
The next time we visited the cinema at Swiss Cottage, there was a special 

part of the programme for general circulation. It was a post victory film 
taken at Bergen-Belsen and Dachau concentration camps. There was no 
soundtrack. There were piles of stiff straight bodies, groups of living 

skeletons. There was Joseph Kramer, the Commandant 'Beast of Belsen', 
the barbed wire, the beastly huts. People tottered out of the cinema silent 

and grim faced. Nothing had ever been shown to the public like that 
before. The reality was worse than the stories we had heard. It was not 

propaganda. I thought again of the man I had once seen in Remo's 
restaurant in Haverstock Hill, shovelling his food down like someone 
demented. He must have been one of the lucky ones who were exchanged 

before the war end. 
I was ten years old. 

Back at school, time was fast approaching for the Common Entrance 
examination. My name was down for Highgate School, along with that of  
bete noir P-------. Most of the other boys were hoping for St. Paul's, which 

we regarded as a very mundane option, like buying a Labrador dog instead 
of a Doberman. Anyone who failed was likely, horror of horrors, to go to 

Dartmouth Naval College. The holidays had, for a couple of years been part 
filled with 'cramming lessons' at Buckland Crescent. It seemed 
incongruous, sitting there with the sun blazing down outside, swotting 

French verbs or suffering agonies over arithmetical problems, when the 
other boys were playing happily. Such is the cost of weakness, but also the 

price of eventual success. 
 
Summer 1948. Common Entrance. Perversely only Highgate seemed to 

require the exam being taken on their precincts. All the others took it at 
The Hall, 'in-house'. Getting to Highgate, which was a good walk across the 

southern side of Hampstead Heath, involved taking the underground from 
Belsize Park to Golders Green, then onto the 210 bus, and alighting in 



Highgate village. The bus passed the pubs at Jack Straws Castle and The 
Spaniards. it also passed Kenwood House and The Bishops Avenue, where 

the real millionaires lived. 
Great Aunt Mollie lent me her green leather attache case for my 

implements and lunch. The case had the gilt monogram E.M.F. on it. I was 
quite proud. The exams were on two consecutive days, and were held in a 
large sloping lecture hall. I sat in the upper half, near the centre aisle. 

There seemed to be nearly a hundred of us in all.  At the front there was a 
dais with laboratory type sink, taps and gas taps. During the day's work, 

the headmaster arrived and conducted one to one interviews. This meant 
that each of us lost about ten minutes exam time. As a result of this, 
history, one of my stronger subjects, was penalised. The headmaster, 

Geoffrey Bell both looked and acted the part. Black cap and gown is an 
awesome advantage in any circumstance. Add to that an elderly, ascetic, 

white haired man, with a clear, soft voice, and the picture is complete. I 
remember he asked if I went to church. I answered yes, we did, because 

my mother and I had re-started, after a pause of some months. After a few 
more questions I was dismissed and hurried back to my bench, to 
complete the fatally interrupted exam paper. 

The results were adequate. History was a disappointment, but had been 
offset by my stunning success in geography. The other results were quite 

satisfactory, and didn't cause any mirth when Mr Wathen read them out, at 
morning assembly some days later. Geography: P……. 54%, Wilson 86%. 
Gasps and Mr Rotherham allowed himself a faint smile. P…….. had got 

through as well. I hoped I wouldn't see too much of him in the future. 
Bizarrely, we sat the same exam papers near the end of term, and Mr 

Rotherham gave me, I recall, 65%. And so my time at The Hall came to an 
end. Mr Wathen pointed out in our valediction that I was 'the father of the 
school', and that was that. I wasn't to set foot in The Hall for another 40 

years. 
 

Postscript. So why have I bothered to renew this task, these memories? 
For me, The Hall School was one of the most informative experiences, at a 
crucial time of life and under extremely difficult circumstances. I retain 

appealing memories, despite the appalling illnesses and absences I 
suffered in those seven years. These undoubtedly handicapped my 

academic achievements, until I finally made the grade in later, much later 
life. 
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