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two hundred years beginning in the early 1800s, from which it might be deduced that Hill Brow pupils 
were well fed and quite gently treated when compared to a large number of their contemporaries in 
other schools. 
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BACKGROUND 

The English Preparatory School 

The English “Preparatory School” system came into being in the early 19th Century when private 
“boarding academies” began to establish themselves for the purpose of preparing boys for “great 
schools” such as Eton, Harrow, Winchester and Rugby.   

The practice of sending boys to boarding school at a very early age was a peculiarly English 
phenomenon. Some believe that the popularity of preparatory schools being associated with the 
necessities of empire in that they provided quality schooling for parents sent away on colonial service, 
and at the same time offered the sort of toughening experience that were believed to benefit the nation’s 
future leaders.  At the same time, it is easy to imagine that the popularity of Preparatory boarding 
schools amongst the middle classes had much to do with social pressures in that they combined a solid 
classical education with training in manners, etiquette and character-building sports.  No doubt a more 
intangible but potentially more important justification was the likelihood of associating with and 
developing friendships with the “right sort” of fellow pupils that would be socially or financially 
advantageous in the future.   

By the end of the 19th century, when Hill Brow School first appears in Eastbourne’s records, the 
preparatory school system had become well established, as had the “public” secondary boarding school 
system that the preparatory schools fed into.  Private schools must have been profitable institutions at 
that time because since many hundreds were established all over the country with little or no 
government oversight.   

Many boys’ preparatory schools exist today, but they are quite different in character to those of 60 
years ago in the days when Hill Brow School was typical of its ilk.  

It may be noted that girls’ preparatory schools developed much later because in early Victorian times 
girls were mostly educated at home and even in the early 20th century academic education was 
considered inappropriate for girls who were expected to focus on becoming ‘ladies’, for which purpose 
they were often sent to “finishing schools” to develop poise, etiquette and social graces.   

Eastbourne 

Along with boys’ preparatory school, Eastbourne was also something of a Victorian creation.  With the 
arrival of the railway in 1849, Eastbourne developed rapidly from a small hamlet into a popular seaside 
town.   

“The Meads” where Hill Brow School was situated in its earlier years, is a district on the western side 
of the Eastbourne that was developed through the latter part of the 19th Century, becoming a salubrious 
area sporting imposing houses built alongside neat tree-lined roads.  The Meads became a popular area 
for elitist schools, and Pike's Eastbourne Directory of 1911-12 shows no less than five 'Ladies' Schools 
located in Bolsover Road along with Hill Brow.   

Eastbourne itself must have been a very popular venue for prep schools, since no less than 30 such 
school were established there at the end of the First World War1. 
.   

                                                 
1 In her book titled “Prep School Children – A Class Apart over Two Centuries”, Vyvyen Brendon describes the development of the 
preparatory boarding school system, and describes (often with quotes from their letters) the experiences of the children who inhabited 
these schools over two centuries.  In describing the affects of the Great Depression on such schools, she notes that “Eastbourne’s 
complement of prep schools declined from thirty in 1919 to five in 1946”.   
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Hill Brow School aka. Somerset Court c.1958.  Cricket nets can be seen on the left  

and a post for a tennis court net is on the right in front of the conservatory [C. Newman]. 

 

INTRODUCTION 

So far as is known, no comprehensive history of Hill Brow Preparatory School for Boys has yet been 
written.  This account attempts to record what is known about the school based on the information and 
anecdotes that have been made available by several of its alumni who are listed on the 
“Acknowledgements” page. Additional information has been provided by the National Autistic Society, 
the present owner of Somerset Court. 

Much remains to be discovered.  For instance, it is not known for certain when the school was founded, 
though it is now possible to pinpoint the date to around 1893 or 1894 when a school called either 
Hillbrow or Hill Brow first appeared in Bolsover Road in Eastbourne.  It was from here that Hill Brow 
School moved in 1934 just a few hundred yards to Gaudick Road, also in the Meads district of 
Eastbourne, from where it made its last move to Somerset in 1940.  The circumstances surrounding the 
closure of the school also remain uncertain beyond the fact that it shut its doors at the end of 19662.   

Hill Brow was a typical “prep” school of its period and one of several that existed in North Somerset in 
the post-war period, many of which played sporting events against Hill Brow. Peter Isaac has summed 
up the school and its contemporaries with the following words:  

"Hill Brow School prior to 1960 presents a snapshot of a now disappeared era. It is not commonly 
understood that in the heyday of what is known as "the Public School era", it was, in fact, the Prep 
School that mattered. It was here that accents and attitudes for good or ill were formed. Indeed, it 
was the Prep School that determined if you were going to get into Public School in the first place." 

 

                                                 
2  The 1966 closure date comes from Giles Yates who was a pupil at Hill Brow at the time of its closure – see Alumni Memories section.   
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1893 – 1940: EASTBOURNE, SUSSEX 

Hill Brow School makes its first appearance in Pike’s 1893/94 Eastbourne Directory3 under the 
headmastership of J.S. Croome M.A. and located in Bolsover Road where it remained for the first forty 
years of its existence4.   The location of the school is confirmed by the 1901 census that also shows the 
school in Bolsover Road and still under the headmastership of James S. Croome, who was then single 
and aged 37.  His father, James Croome (60) and Robert J. Fletcher (25) are listed as Assistant 
Schoolmasters, and a nurse, a cook and two housemaids. 13 boys aged between 9 and 14 are also listed.   

 

 

                                                 
3  Pike's Eastbourne, Hailsham and District, Blue Book and Local Directory, 1893-94, Garnett, Mepham & Fisher Ltd. 
4  There can be no connection between the Hill Brow boys’ school in Eastbourne and the "Hillbrow" boys' preparatory school in Rugby 

which was attended by the poet Rupert Brooke from 1897 until the middle of 1901.  Hillbrow School in Rugby was a feeder for Rugby 
School where Brooke’s father was a housemaster for many years.  Ref: Hassall, Christopher (1964), Rupert Brooke - a Biography, 
pp. 28–33; published by Harcourt Brace and World. 

Hill Brow Lodge, Bolsover Road, Eastbourne.  
[from Jonathan Seaman, Museum Officer, Eastbourne 

Borough Council, Nov 2010] 

Hill Brow Lodge, Bolsover Road as shown 
(shaded) on a 1910 map of Eastbourne 
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The school doubled in size over the next ten years, with 24 pupils aged between 8 and 12 recorded in 
the 1911 census, when Robert Gidley Thornton makes his appearance as “Schoolmaster” aged 42, 
along with Paul Schulthess (32) “Asst Master”5.  Both were recorded as residing at Hill Brow, together 
with a matron and housemaid. A separate census form (signed off by Thornton) gives William Charles 
Hunt (44) “schoolmaster” and James Croome (47) “Asst Master”, with eight staff, living next door at 
Hill Brow Lodge.  Why James Croome had been demoted from his earlier and long-held position of 
headmaster remains a mystery.  

Little is known about R.G Thornton M.A. whose framed photo-portrait stood over the mantelpiece in 
the main classroom in the school’s Somerset days. However it was firmly understood that he had had a 
strong influence over the school and over his successor John Matthews.  What is known is that in 1901 
Thornton was an assistant teacher at Walton in Gordano, near Long Ashton (Bristol), under his brother 
John G. Thornton who was recorded in that year’s census as single and aged 34, two years older than 
Robert.   

Which year Thornton became headmaster remains uncertain, but it seems clear that he held that 
position in 1911 since (as noted above) he was responsible for “signing off” the census record for Hill 
Brow Lodge and was recorded as the “Occupier” for both properties in the 1911 census summary.   

Hill Brow Lodge still exists in Bolsover Road, being the northern half of a large Victorian red-brick 
building (see photos above).  It may be deduced that this half of the building was used as the staff 
living quarters, and that Hill Brow (the school) occupied the southern half of the building.  The 1910 
map above appears to confirm that the building was subdivided at that time. 

It appears that Thornton never married since the 1954 edition of the Hill Brow Chronicle6 includes a 
note saying that “the summer of 1950 saw a development of a different kind: Hill Brow had a married 
headmaster for the first time in fifty years”. 

Thornton appears in the Eastbourne’s history as a JP and mayor of the town from 1933 to 19347.  In 
1935 the headmastership was being jointly shared between Thornton and F.J.H. Matthews8 as noted on 
a garden party invitation (see Photos and Memorabilia pages), and confirmed in the 1936 edition of 
Gowland’s Eastbourne Postal & Borough Directory9.   

F.J.H. (John) Matthews M.A. was 32 years old in 1936 having gained his degree from Queens’ 
College, Cambridge.  By 1940 he was sole headmaster of the school and remained so for over 25 years 
until the school’s closure in 196610. 

“The Intriguing Story of Saint Christopher's Eastbourne” authored by Peter Wickens & Jose Stimpson11 
records the circumstances of Hill Brow School’s first move after 40 years in Bolsover Road: 

“Hill Brow School in Bolosover Road under Headmasters Robert Gidley Thornton and Francis 
John Matthews had come to the end of its lease.  The school had not had its own playing fields, so 
were therefore pleased to come to St Christopher’s site, where the boys could enjoy these excellent 
facilities”.   

St. Christopher’s School, which had closed in June 1932, a “victim to the Depression”, had stood 
empty for the two years before Hill Brow moved in June 1934. Its premises were located at the junction 
of Gaudick Road and Denton Road close to the Royal Eastbourne golf course and just half a mile from 

                                                 
5  Paul Schulthess was still teaching at Hill Brow after the end of WW2 as recorded by Derek Hoare and Chris Butt – see Alumni 

Recollectons pages. 
6  A copy of the 1954 Hill Brow Chronicle has been kindly provided by Phil Distin and reproduced in Appendix 2. 
7  Noted by Phil Distin in a message dated 4 July 2010. 
8  Shared headmasterships were not uncommon at the time, as evidenced by Vyvyen Brendon in her book about “Prep School Children”. 
9  Ref. email message from Jonathan Seaman, Eastbourne Museum Officer, to Christopher Butt, dated Dec 2009. 
10  Census records show Matthews’ father, born in 1869, to have been an estate agent and surveyor. It is possible that John Matthews 

inherited money from his father in the late 1930s enabling him to purchase the school from Thornton and take over as headmaster when 
Thornton retired. 

11  Wickens, P. & Stimpson, J. (2006), The Intriguing Story of Saint Christopher's Eastbourne, Jose E. Stimpson, Eastbourne, pp. 142–
143, ISBN 0955355605. A copy of pages 142 and 143 of this book has been kindly provided by Phil Distin – see Appendix 8. 
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its earlier home in Bolsover Road (see aerial photo below).  Hill Brow’s Gaudick Road premises are 
now called Hillbrow Campus and form part of the University of Brighton.   

The school’s Eastbourne background was known to Hill Brow pupils in the 1950s only because of the 
framed school photos that were hung on the walls of the main assembly room. Oddly, the school’s 
history was never the subject of discussion and was seldom, if ever, mentioned.   

 

 

 

1940: EVACUATION TO SOMERSET 

According to the “Intriguing Story of Saint Christopher's”, Hill Brow School was evacuated to 
Somerset in May 1940.  In fact, all schools in Eastbourne were evacuated at this time in anticipation of 
a German invasion of England rather than from fear of bombing which didn’t begin over the town until 
early July 194012.   

The date of the evacuation is confused by at least three reports relating to the death of a German fighter 
pilot on 16th August 1940 say that he fell through the roof of Hill Brow School after his parachute 
failed to open during a raid over the town: 

·  Wikipedia records that "at about 5.30pm on Friday 16 August 1940, the first German aircraft to be 
brought down within what was then the County Borough of Eastbourne crashed in Meads. .... The 
German aircraft broke up in the air, and the pilot, Hauptmann Ernst Hollekamp, was killed when he 
fell on the roof of Hillbrow School in Gaudick Road, his parachute unopened." 

·  http://www.btinternet.com/~williamenigma/ebwar3.htm#raid14 gives details of the same raid with 
the note that “One German plane crashed on to Hill Brow School.” 

·  A postcard photograph (see overleaf) showing the body of the German pilot being taken down from 
the building was offered on eBay in Nov 2009 which described the offering as “EASTBOURNE 
HILLBROW SCHOOL DEAD GERMAN PILOT RP PC 1940”  

                                                 
12  http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Meads#Air_raids reports that “with the fall of France in June 1940, many people departed for safety 

further north. Large houses were shut up as their owners left the anticipated invasion zone and schools were closed. Eastbourne College 
was evacuated to Radley College in Oxfordshire on 20 June.” See also contemporary report on the Eastbourne air raids in Appendix 8. 
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A copy of the postcard is shown below together with a more recent photo of the same building.   

Left - damage to Hill Brow School building in Gaudick Road, Eastbourne, caused by a German pilot falling through roof 
when his parachute failed. Right: the same building in more recent times. 

Ironically, the move to Somerset Court in the village of Brent Knoll offered no escape from German 
bombers, since on 13th July 1940 a “suspected unexploded bomb caused evacuee children at Somerset 
Court to be awakened and removed to safety.”13 It appears that efforts were made to return the school to 
Eastbourne after the war but the Corporation did not keep its promise to keep the Gaudick Road 
premises available14. At any rate, the school remained at Somerset Court for until its closure in 1966.  
The remainder of this account describes the school as it was in its Brent Knoll days, the earliest 
personal account coming from Christopher Butt who first attended the school in 1946.   

1940 – 1966: BRENT KNOLL, SOMERSET 
Somerset Court is located on the eastern end of Brent Knoll village, separated from it by the M5 
motorway and the busy A38 trunk road.  Brent Knoll itself is placed at the western edge of Somerset 
Levels, a low-lying area of flat and fertile farmland land between the Mendip Hills to the north and the 
Polden Hills to the south, and extending from the coast at Burnham-on-Sea inland to beyond Wells and 
Glastonbury in the east.  Its location is shown below: 

 
                                                 
13  History of Civil Defence No 3 (Weston-Super-Mare) Area at L96.42076 by Dorothy Bingham-Hall. 
14  Information provided by Ewen Davidson. 
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Brent Knoll is best known for its “knoll” or tor, and for its church. The Knoll itself stands some 400 
feet (125 metres) above sea level and the surrounding plains and was once the site of a Roman 
fortification.  The church, which stands on the south western side of the Knoll, is renowned for its 15th 
century wooden pews with vivid carvings15.  

SOMERSET COURT  

History:   One of Somerset Court's claims to fame, or perhaps its only such claim, is its association with 
Judge Jeffries who held his assizes there in order to prosecute local people accused of supporting the 
Duke of Monmouth’s rebellion against King James II in 1685. According to legend, the guilty (as all 
the accused would probably have been found) were taken directly from Somerset Court and hanged at 
“White Cross”, now the crossroads where Harp Road joins the A38, and overlooked by the Fox & 
Goose Inn.  

Ownership:  It appears that John Matthews leased the Somerset Court premises from two Northcote16 
sisters for most of Hill Brow School’s 25 years presence there.  It was not until 31st Jan 1963 that the 
land transactions report the “conveyance of Somerset court to FJHM of Hill Brow for £5,500 by Sybil 
Olive Northcote (spinster) and Gwendoline Eleanor Carter (née Northcote)”17.   

Somerset Court must have been owned by the Northcote family for many years as the land transactions 
show that in December 1907 “on the death of George Barons Northcote, Somerset Court (was) 
conveyed to a range of relatives”.  Then, eighteen years later, in December 1925, there is recorded a 
“Deed of Family Arrangement, leading to Deed of Appointment to Messrs M.S. Close and RCD 
Makins in respect of Somerset Court”. 

Close and Makin’s names appear later in the records when in May1965 they report “Conveyance of 
land at Brent Knoll (OS 410, 409, 408, 996) to Hill Brow School Trust Limited, a charity, of Oxford 
Chambers, 55B Oxford Street, Weston-super-Mare, for £1,450 by Messrs M.S. Close and RCD 
Makins”.  What pieces of land this refers to is unknown. 

Presumably Matthews established the Hill Brow School Trust Limited in order to reduce his tax 
liabilities rather than to secure a future for the school after his retirement.  Norman Green reports only 
that: “Hill Brow School Trust Limited was incorporated on 21 August 1964 and registered as a charity 
on 11 November 1964 (No.310270) with the charitable objects of providing a day and boarding school 
for boys.  Removed from the register on 20 September 1993 when it ceased to exist.  No record on 
Companies House register of it being a company.”   

Property Developments:  Matthews must have held a long-term lease over the property that allowed 
him to make modifications and additions to the building and its surrounds, since the records of land 
transactions show that he sought and was granted planning permission to undertake extensions to the 
buildings long before he purchased them.  In July 1950, he was granted permission to “create a 
residential flat at the School”. Then in June 1951 he was granted permission “for additional sanitary 
accommodation and stores” and for further “for alterations to Hill Brow School” in June 1960.   

Matthews himself reported in the 1954 Hill Brow Chronicle that “in 1950 Chelsea Farm was 
purchased” and that “Major Newbery lives there and part of the house has been converted into a senior 
dormitory”.  Given that Matthews later purchased Somerset Court in his own name, it seems probable 
that it was in his name (rather than the school’s) that Chelsea Farm was purchased.   

                                                 
15  See http://www.britainexpress.com/counties/somerset/churches/Brent-Knoll.htm for further information about Brent Knoll church’s 

pew ends. 
16 The London Gazette of 9 Feb.1855 gives Revd. George Barons Northcote (1820-1899) of Somerset Court as appointed High Sheriff of 

Somerset for 1855. His eldest son was the George Barons Northcote whose daughters sold the property to Matthews. [from Phil Distin 
28/11/2010] 

17 See Appendix 6 - Somerset Court Land Transactions. 
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The 1954 Hill Brow School Chronicle also reports the construction of a flat over the main classrooms 
in 1950 to accommodate by the newly-married Matthews, and adds that the kitchens were modernized 
in 1952 and that the changing rooms were upgraded in 1954 with the addition of a foot-bath.   

After purchasing Somerset Court in 1963, Matthews set about making further changes, gaining 
“conditional planning permission” to erect further additions in May of that year, and for “erection of a 
dwelling at Hill Brow School” the following July.  Then in Oct 1963, permission was granted for the 
construction of a boiler house and coal store.  Finally in April 1965 planning permission was granted to 
erect a Headmaster’s Flat, dormitories and staff and toilet accommodation.  How many (if any) of these 
later plans actually took place, is not known. 

SCHOOL BUILDINGS  

 
Somerset Court north frontage in 2010, showing the entrance driveway and porch.  [C. Newman]. 

 
During its Hill Brow days, Somerset Court’s general outward appearance was not much different to 
what it is today - a cream painted stucco-walled three-story building with gable roof and square 
Georgian style windows.  The origins of the building are not known, but it is doubtful that any of the 
existing structures date back to the time of Judge Jeffries.   

The main school building appears to have been constructed in four sections (see plan layout below), the 
main section having three stories.   

 

The above outline of has been scaled from a “Google Earth” photo.  The internal layout is drawn from memory. [Drawing by C. 
Newman]  
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The Headmaster’s staircase in the main 
entrance hall which boys were forbidden to 
climb.  The door beyond leads to what was the 
headmaster’s study and up the stairs was the 
headmaster’s living quarters. The red carpet 
and rope handrails have gone. [C. Newman]. 

Mantelpiece in the main Assembly Room, in 
front of which Matthews would sermonize after 
morning prayers. A portrait of R.G. Thornton 
M.A. hung above it, and a coal-burning stove 
that heated the water that circulated in pipes 
around the classroom, sat within its frame. [C. 
Newman]. 

Inside the two south-facing French windows on the western of the main building (see photo on page 3) 
was the headmaster's study.  Inside the central casement window and the next two French windows 
adjacent to the conservatory (on the eastern side in the main building) was the dining room.  

On the north side of the main building were the main entrance hall, on one side of which was a carpeted 
staircase with braided velvet rope handrails that led up to the headmaster's living rooms.  Woe-betide 
any boy found using it!  Also on the northern side was the 'Form IIIa' classroom - Form IIIa being a 
mid-level class between Form IIIb and Form II. 

 

On the 1st floor were boarders' dormitories and a sick-room and two boys' bathrooms. Above them on 
the 2nd floor may have been the headmasters' bedroom and/or servants’ quarters.  

On the eastern side (to the right of the drawing) was a separate wing which might have been called the 
Annex (though this name may have applied only to the Conservatory which housed Mrs Solomon's 
'Form IV' class).  At any rate, this was the main Assembly area where the whole school gathered at 
8:30 each morning for Bible reading and prayers at 9:00am; for milk breaks; and for rest periods after 
lunch and dinner.   

A set of folding doors (installed around 1955) was pulled across the centre of the assembly area, 
dividing it into two classrooms - Form II on the southern side next to the conservatory, and a smaller 
area for Form I on the northern side looking out over the headmaster’s Daimler parked in the gravel 
turning circle.  Above the Assembly Area was the Matthews’ flat, built in 1950. 
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At the western end of the main building (to the left side on the diagram above) was another two-story 
wing18.  On the south side adjacent to the headmaster’s study, was the boys’ entrance, inside which 
were rows of hooks to hang rain coats and a bench under which were pigeon-holes where outdoor shoes 
were placed on arrival each morning for George Blaber to clean and polish.  Only ‘indoor shoes’ were 
permitted inside the school building.   

On the western (left-hand) side of the boot room was the kitchen where Syd and May used to prepare 
lunches for the entire school, as well as breakfast and dinner for the boarders.  Sometimes they were 
assisted by foreign (usually Italian) maids who were employed as seasonal workers.   

Beside the kitchen was a narrow dark wooden staircase19 that was used by boys and servants to access 
the dormitories.  George Blaber had to struggle up these stairs with the boarders’ heavy trunks because 
he wasn't allowed to use the Matthews’ private stairs20.  

On the extreme south-western corner on the ground floor was the masters’ Common Room where the 
teachers would gather during their (rare) breaks and at the end of each day. 

On the northern side of the teachers’ Common Room were the boys' toilets and changing room which 
included the shallow in-floor pool (installed in 1954) in which sweaty feet were washed after sports. 

Opposite the kitchen on the northern side there was a storeroom and the rather small, dark and gloomy 
classroom that housed Mr Mayo’s Form IIIb.   

Upstairs were more dormitories and a small sewing room that was occupied by Mrs O'Neill, a small 
elderly widow who lived nearby in the village of Edithmead, presumably the widow of Mr. C. O’Neill, 
a teacher of English and History at the school who died in August 195221. 

A postcard photograph (above) of Somerset Court that must have been taken around the start of the 
20th century, presumably when occupied by the Northcote family22.  The only visible difference in the 
building between this photograph and the one taken in 1958 (see Page 3) is the Matthews’ flat that was 
built above the eastern extension (nearest the camera).  

                                                 
18  The western end of the west wing is now a single story.  It is not known when or why the upper floor was removed. 
19  The back staircase no longer exists, having been removed at the same time as the upper floor. 
20  Recollection of Peter Isaac 1 
21  O’ Neill’s death is recorded in the 1954 HBS Chronicle. Chris Newman’s mother was a friend of the widowed Mrs. O’Neill. She was a 

well-spoken lady who lived in some poverty, and who worked part-time at the school to help make ends meet. 
22  The old photo of Somerset Court was found by Christopher Butt. 

Somerset Court c.1900 – from a postcard. 
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SCHOOL GROUNDS 

The main school building was surrounded by lush grounds that featured a beautiful cedar tree23 which 
dominated the large south-facing lawn, beyond which were some gardens and a small pond called "the 
moat".  The lawn was decked out with four or five cricket nets over the summer months (visible on the 
left of the photo on Page 3) and one or two tennis courts, and it was kept in pristine condition by 
Matthews himself who enjoyed taking responsibility for much of its mowing, being seen regularly in 
charge of a large Dennis motor-mower coupled to a steel roller on which the driver’s seat was mounted. 

To the east of the main building were kitchen gardens which supplied the kitchens with fresh 
vegetables to feed staff and pupils. To the west of the building was a triangular fenced enclosure (called 
“The Triangle”) surrounded on each side by a gravel road.  A substantial number of chicken and a few 
hen houses/coops were kept inside ‘The Triangle’24, and along the far (western) side of the ‘triangle’ 
furthest from the school building was a row of tall trees, probably elms, containing noisy rookeries. 

On the northern corner of the Triangle was the entrance gate to the school beside which was a small 
gatehouse or cottage that was occupied by the widowed Mrs. Solomon who looked after the junior 
'Form IV' class and gave music (singing) classes to all boys and piano lessons to some.   

On the south-eastern side of the Triangle was a small wooden lock-up that contained the sports 
equipment (footballs, cricket gear or hockey sticks, according to season), beyond which were a series 
of outbuildings that included a bicycle shed where day-boys could park their bikes, a carpentry 
workshop, and a shooting range. There was also a boxing ring where George Blaber ("Blubs"), the 
handyman-gardener, was in charge of coaching.  In earlier life, George had been light heavyweight 
champion in the British Army, and a horse-handler ("wrangler") in the First World War25.  Indeed, he 
was first employed by the school in 1919, immediately after the end of that war26 and remained at the 
school until his retirement in 1964.   

 
Somerset Court 2009 (courtesy Google Maps) 

                                                 
23  According to Norman Green, the land register for Somerset Court records that in Dec 1967, “The Deodar Cedar in the main lawn to 

south of house placed (with others) under a tree preservation order.” Unfortunately this did not save the tree which is no longer extant. 
24  Recalled by Phil Distin. 
25  Recollection of Peter Isaac 1. 
26  The 1954 Hill Brow Chronicle noted that “George Blaber completed 100 terms at the school as of April 1952”. 
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John Matthews 
c1958 [C. Newman]. 

Beyond the elm trees on western side of the Triangle was the sports field - an expanse of grass large 
enough for two-and-a-half cricket pitches in summer, and two soccer/hockey pitches in the 
Christmas/Spring terms, pupils being assigned to one or other pitch according to age and skill.  Prior to 
1952 the sports field must have been much smaller because the HBS Chronicle reported that it was 
doubled in size that year and had been extended again in 1954.   

In the southwest corner of the sports field, a cricket pavilion was built in 1959 as a donation from the 
cricket-loving father of John Dunford.  The pavilion was built by the father of Mike Legg who became 
famous around 1956 for running away from the school27 - a much fancied undertaking, but for most 
boys an unimaginably brave one. 

In the 1970s the corner of the playing field was cut off by construction of the M5 motorway, but as of 
2010, the pavilion still survived and, along with a more recent concrete cricket pitch, was being used by 
the Brent Knoll Cricket Club. 

 
Cricket Pavilion built for Hill Brow School around 1955  

and now used by the Brent Knoll Cricket Club. [C. Newman 2010] 

On the north side of the main building was an entrance porch protruding into a gravel turning circle on 
which (c.1956) an elegant deep-maroon Daimler car would stand, the proud possession of John 
Matthews.  His previous car was an older black model of the same make, both cars being technically 
advanced in having pre-selector gearboxes that required the driver to select the next gear by moving a 
column-mounted lever and then depressing the clutch in order to change gear.  Both cars were a 
considerable step up from the Wolsley 1500 that Matthews drove in the late 1940s28. 

THE HEADMASTER  

The headmaster of Hill Brow School throughout its quarter century at Brent 
Knoll was Francis John Hamilton (John) Matthews.  Born in Bromley, Kent, 
in 1905, he was the son of Harold Hamilton Matthews, an estate agent and 
surveyor, and Jeanis Johnston. In 1911 the family was living in East Preston near 
Worthing in Sussex.29.  Quite possibly he was a pupil at Hill Brow during WW1 
since he includes his own name amongst the list of recently-married Old Hill 
Brovians in the 1954 Hill Brow Chronicle.   

Matthews gained an MA from Queens; College Cambridge and may have been 
the only university graduate amongst the teachers in the 1950s.  

                                                 
27  Michael Legg’s escapade was recalled by Peter Isaac 1. 
28  Recalled by Chris Butt who described the car as being able to reach 60mph along the A38 with a following wind. 
29  Information taken from the 1901 and 1911 census records. 
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Matthews was joint headmaster of the school with R.G. Thornton during its last years in Eastbourne, 
and he was responsible for the evacuation of the school to Brent Knoll in 1940.  Thornton must have 
retired prior to this time, leaving Matthews as sole Headmaster and (as it appears in the Property Land 
Transactions30) its sole owner as well.   

Matthews (commonly known by the boys as Matthie) presided over prayers and Bible readings at each 
morning assembly, and took responsibility for teaching Scripture and French.  He was also “form 
master” for the most senior class in “Form 1”.    

Matthews was a large man of ample girth, who smoked incessantly, his cigarette appearing to be glued 
to his bottom lip as he spoke, yet from which the dangling ash never seemed to fall.   

In 1950 at the age of 45, Matthews married Gertrude (Gerry) Platt Cairns, a sweet tempered Scottish 
lady and former ballet dancer.  However the couple had no children and by the mid-1950s it appeared 
to some boys that the marriage had some difficulties since Matthews seldom spoke to his wife or paid 
attention to her. Ewen Davidson, Mrs. Matthews’ nephew, dismisses this perception, stating that "it is 
not the case that my Uncle John was anything but loving and supportive of all Gerry’s hard work at the 
school. They both tried to maintain a working relationship in front of the pupils and staff, which of 
course was different when they were together in their private apartment”. 

Despite his command of all religious education in the school and his obvious determination that his 
charges would benefit from his teachings by becoming good Christians, few31 can recall Matthews ever 
attending Sunday church services with the boys.  This might have been because he and his Scottish-
born wife belonged to the Presbyterian Church. 

Matthews was never one to delegate.  James Hole recalled Matthews saying in class one morning that 
he’d spent the whole of the previous night in his study dealing with a mountain of paperwork, and had 
dropped off to sleep in his armchair.  

It must be assumed that neither Matthews nor his staff had any formal training as teachers.  Certainly 
his only resort to getting the best out of their charges was to lecture them at least once per day (after 
morning prayers) and at great length when his favourite topics tended towards religion and hygiene - in 
particular the state of the boys’ toilets.  Neither he nor his staff could offer much to boys not blessed 
with learning or sporting capabilities that met with his expectations, and those who were unfortunate 
enough to lack both tended to be left by the wayside and/or to their own devices.  Those who didn’t 
cross Matthews mostly saw him as a “firm but fair” (and somewhat humourless) headmaster; however 
he had little patience towards boys who displayed any tendency towards defiance, and especially those 
with the strength of will to resist his exhortations.  They could expect a public tongue lashing or, in 
extreme cases, worse punishment in the privacy of his office.  However, compared to many of his 
contemporaries in similar schools, Matthews resorted to physical canings on very rare occasions32. 

In addition to his teaching duties, Matthews took “out of school” classes in carpentry where many boys 
learned basic skills in woodworking.  A perfectionist himself, Matthews demanded strict attention and 
perseverance from his pupils.  As noted elsewhere, he also took responsibility for mowing the south 
lawn. 

THE TEACHERS  

During the 1950s, Matthews was supported by a small team of teachers, at least two of whom came 
with him from Eastbourne. As noted above, it may be assumed that none had formal teaching 
qualifications, and that few if any (other than Matthews) would have had university qualifications.   

                                                 
30  See Appendix 6 - Somerset Court Land Transactions 1907 - 1982. 
31 Roger Potter is alone in having a recollection that the Matthews attended church with the boys – see Alumni Memories section. 
32  See also “Miscreants and Discipline” on page 32 below. 
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Rory Newbery 
a poor photo 

c1958 [C. Newman]. 

All but one of the teachers was male, and most of those teaching in the mid-1950s displayed some 
degree of misogyny notwithstanding the fact that only Jimmy Sergeant remained a bachelor33.  Only 
Rory Newbery had any children of his own.  

Paul Schulthess began teaching at the school in 1904 and was listed as a member of staff in the 1911 
Eastbourne census.  He was still teaching French in Brent Knoll during Chris Butt’s time there [1946 – 
51], but had retired before 1954.  According to Chris Butt, “Herr Schulthess was believed to have been 
a Swiss citizen, from Kleine Scheidegg.” According to Derek Hoare (see anecdote from Derek Hoare 
under “Alumni Recollections”) he acted as deputy headmaster in Rory Newbery’s war absence and was 
a very competent and popular teacher.  It is strange to note that Schulthess’s name does not appear in 
the 1954 Hill Brow Chronicle despite the fact that he served the school for almost 50 years. 

Major George Rory O’Brien Newbery, nicknamed Bugs or Newbugs or 
sometimes “GROBN”, was born into the prestigious surroundings of Palace 
Garden Terrace, Kensington in 1902.  The 1911 census records his father as a 
stockbroker still living in Kensington.   

The 1954 Hill Brow Chronicle recorded that “it is now over 25 years since Major 
Newbery joined the staff”, implying that he joined the school in or before 1929, 
when the school was still located in Bolsover Road in Eastbourne.  Nick Sanceau 
confirms that he was at Eastbourne in 1935 when he taught his father when he was 
Head Boy that year.    

During the post-war period up until the school’s closure, Newbery acted as deputy 
headmaster. However according to Derek Hoare (see Alumni Recollections) this 
role was taken by Paul Schulthess during Newbery’s wartime absence, which 
raises the possibility that Newbery also acted as deputy headmaster after Thornton’s retirement and 
before he was called away for war service.   

A rather small and stocky man, Newbery usually displayed a good humour and friendly demeanour 
towards the boys, though this could evaporate quickly if he was crossed.  He smoked so much that he 
coughed incessantly, while his fingers and moustache were stained a deep orange colour.  The football 
pools provided one of his more important weekend activities. 

He enjoyed inventing nick-names for the boys – “Oh Be Joyful” being applied to Oliver Burston, and 
“Noggs” (after a Dickens character) to Chris Newman.  56 was his favourite number, and every boy in 
his class was expected to be able to remember without hesitation that “seven eights are 56”.   

Newbery served in the army during WW2 and maintained the titular rank of "Major" thereafter.  He 
enjoyed relating gruesome war stories that delighted his audience of small boys. A memorable (and no 
doubt apocryphal) story gave a graphic description of Japanese POWs swallowing cyanide pills after 
capture.  Similarly his history lessons tended to focus on the sort of stories that appealed to small boys 
– focussing on hangings, drawings and quarterings; burnings at the stake; and the like. 

Newbery was form master for Form II, and taught English, History and Maths to various classes (not 
only Form II), the practice being for teachers to move from classroom to classroom according to the 
demands of the timetable while boys remained in their assigned classrooms. 

From 1950 when it was purchased by the school, Newbery lived across the road in Chelsea Farm with 
his wife and three sons.  A small number of more senior boarders also resided there.   

Newbery remained at the school until its closure in 1966. 

                                                 
33  Chris Newman’s mother’s reaction after meeting Jimmy Sergeant was to describe his as a misogynist.  Newman did not know what 

brought about the comment, but it was on the only occasion that JS visited his home. It was the first time he heard the word used, hence 
the memory of it remained.   
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James Sergeant (Jimmy, “Sargie” or “JS”) joined the school in 1946 and from 
1955 was IIIa Form Master.  Sergeant was a confirmed bachelor who hid a sense of 
humour and kindly disposition behind the façade of a strict disciplinarian. 

In addition to his responsibilities as Form IIIa’s master, Sergeant taught Math and 
Latin to the older boys.  He also taught shooting (with air rifles and .22s) and was 
given responsibility for teaching boys Rugby football when the game was introduced 
to the school around 1958. He also had responsibility for the school’s Cricket XI and 
around 1957 was given the job of teaching tennis which he undertook with some 
reluctance.  Having no previous experience of the sport, he delivered his lessons 
straight from an instruction book. 

In the evening assemblies that were held before bedtime, Sergeant taught many 
boarders to improve their chess skills by giving them his queen as a handicap and then challenging 
them to beat him. 

In the opinion of most pupils, Jimmy Sergeant was the most inspired teacher in the school, even though 
he intimidated more junior boys by his gruff manner.  As they grew older and got to know him better, 
they found him to be warm-hearted and good humoured.  Chris Newman attests to having had no better 
math teacher, and still being able to recall most of the math equations that JS had drummed into his 
head 50 years before.  Jim Hole shared a similar view and felt that he never had a teacher more 
dedicated to his profession and in such a self-denying way as Sargie. 

It is believed that Jimmy Sergeant served in the forces during WW2, but no details are known.  He 
remained at the school until its closure in 1966. 

William Mayo  joined the school in 1949 and was given responsibility as form master for Form IIIb 
when it was formed in 1955.  Mayo served in the Merchant Navy during WW2 and after marrying in 
the late 1950s, lived with his wife in the village of Brent Knoll.  He had a short temper and tolerated 
little nonsense from the boys.  His principle teaching roles covered Geography (to all classes) and 
English together with Latin for junior pupils before they graduated to Jimmy Sergeant’s classes. 

Mayo was also active in teaching sports including cricket, football and hockey, though mostly with the 
younger boys.  He was a keen supporter of Somerset cricket. He remained at the school until its closure 
in 1966. 

Babs Solomon joined the school in 1946 and was responsible for the junior class 
(Form IV) housed in the Conservatory on the south-east corner of the main building.  
She also gave music (singing) lessons to all classes and piano lessons to individual 
boys who displayed talent and/or whose parents paid extra fees for them.   

Babs had been married to a rubber planter in Burma or Malaya but after being 
widowed, presumably during WW2, was forced to take up teaching to earn a living.  
During her years at Hill Brow, she lived in the small cottage or gate-house at the 
entrance to the school.   She remained at the school until its closure in 1966. 

Other teachers at the school included: 

·  Robert Thornton (already mentioned): a master at the school from at least 1911 
and headmaster in 1936 when he held the role jointly with John Matthews.   

·  F.J. Scallon who joined the school in 1914 and retired in 1945, received a lengthy obituary in the 
1954 Hill Brow Chronicle that included the following excerpts:   

“It is with great sorrow that we have to record the death of Mr. F.J. Scallon on 24th January, 1952.  
Mr. Scallon joined the staff of Hill Brow in January 1914, and apart from Army service during the 
Great War, remained with us until his retirement in July 1945. During these 31 years he devoted 
himself wholeheartedly to the welfare of the School and took a prominent part in many of its 

Babs Solomon  
after retirement in 
1972  [C. Newman]. 

James Sergeant  
c1959 

 [C. Newman]. 
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activities.  On Mr Hunt’s retirement in 1921, he became responsible for the coaching of games and 
shooting and with the organization of Sports.  

“When the School moved to Brent Knoll in 1940, he was obliged to abandon his Eastbourne home 
and became a resident master once again, but he returned to Eastbourne every holiday in spite of 
the bombing and served as an Air Raid Warden. During the term, he was a member of the Home 
Guard at Brent Knoll.”   

·  Mr.  C. O’Neill  a teacher of English and History who joined the school in Sept 1949 and who died 
three years later in August 1952, about whom the following brief obituary appeared in the 1954 
HBS Chronicle:  

“The news of Mr. O’Neill’s sudden death came as a great shock to us all.  Trained in Ireland he had 
had considerable and varied experience before joining the staff in September 1949.  English and 
history were his principal subjects and to the teaching of those he brought a kindly wit and 
considerable knowledge.  He took a keen interest in all School activities and will be missed by 
everyone.  We extend our deepest sympathies to his widow.” 

·  Mr. A.B. Connor, who taught art on a part-time basis (in the conservatory on Mondays) until 1955.  

·  Mr. H.C. Norris, a black-bearded man who took over as art teacher in the autumn of 1955.  

Temporary teachers were also engaged, often for one year or less.  Most were young men, probably 
graduates or students taking a "gap year".  These included: 

·  P.J. Arlidge (ex-Head Boy from 1948 to 1950) who taught English and French during the 1955/6 
school year. James Hole recalls that he had a fiery temper but was popular with the boys (see 
Alumni Memories section). 

·  Chris Brown who taught during the 1956/7 school year.  A good-natured and competent teacher 
who walked with a limp and drove a sporty and colourful open-topped Austin 7.    

·  B. Kennedy who taught English during 1957/8.  According to one pupil’s recollection, he used to 
wander the back of the class administering “medium intensity rabbit punches to the back of the 
head”, but others have kinder memories of him.  

·  Mr. Louis  (Lewis?) replaced Mr. Kennedy in June 1958 (near the end of term) after finishing 
National Service.  He was nick-named Lolly and stayed only a very short time.  

·  Trevor Edmondson – taught at the school in 1958.  Peter Isaac recalled that he had worked with 
BATs in Cyprus.  Chris Newman reported to his parents that “he is much more sporting than the 
rest”.  He is probably the teacher that Gordon Strong remembers causing much hilarity in 3A by 
throwing boys out by saying 'Leave the Room!' which was the expression used when requesting a 
visit the lavatory.  

·  P.G.R. Rigg - an ex Head Boy from 1952 to 1954 who bore the nickname “Rigg the Prig” and who 
was thought by some to be "the only truly unpleasant member of staff”34.  He returned to the school 
as a temporary teacher in 1959. 

·  Ian Schalberg – arrived late 1959; lived in The Lodge beside the entrance gate where Mrs. 
Solomon must have found space for him.  Peter Isaac recalled him as a good looking man in the 
style of King Edward VIII.  Chris Newman described him as “the only polite master we have ever 
had”35. 

 

                                                 
34  Recollections of Peter Isaac 1 and Nick Sanceau. 
35 Letter from Chris Newman to his parents dated 27th Sept 1959. 
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CURRICULUM AND CLASSES  

The school’s curriculum was designed around the Common Entrance examination36 that was used for 
the assessment of boys seeking placement in the English “public” (i.e. private) school system. Hill 
Brow was not a feeder school for any particular “public” school, and its leavers found places in a 
diverse range of schools – some famous and some less so.  Brighter boys took special scholarships 
examinations in the hope of winning scholarship subsidies that reduced the hefty school fees that their 
parents would otherwise have to pay. 

Prior to 1955, Hill Brow’s pupils were divided into four “forms” or classes largely based on age but to 
some extent on ability, students normally graduating from one class to the next each year.  An extra 
class (Form IIIb) was added in the last term of 1955, presumably to cater for rising numbers of pupils37.  
After this date, the "forms" were numbered as follows (with approximate pupil ages):  

·  "Form IV" for 8 year olds, overseen by Mrs. Solomon; 
·  "Form IIIb" for 9 year olds, overseen by Mr. Mayo; 
·  "Form IIIa" for 10 year olds, overseen by Mr. Sergeant; 
·  "Form II" for 11 year olds, overseen by Major Newbery; 
·  "Form I" for 12 year olds, overseen by Mr. Matthews. 

Each class was allocated its own room where boys would remain while teachers moved from classroom 
to classroom according to the school’s timetable.  

The school curriculum somewhat quite limited but being such a small school class sizes were small so 
boys received close attention from their teachers.  Classes seldom had more than 12 boys, and were 
often much smaller – for instance, in 1959 the senior Form I had only four boys. 

Lessons lasted for 45 minutes.  From Monday to Fridays, four lessons were offered each morning and 
two in the afternoons, with four morning lessons on Saturdays. 

Over the period 1954 – 1959, the curriculum was split up roughly as follows: 

·  Maths - Major Newbery (juniors), Mr Sergeant (seniors); 
·  English - Major Newbery and one of the temporary teachers; Bill Mayo also took some junior 

classes in English; 
·  French - Mr Matthews and one of the temporary teachers; 
·  Latin  - Mr. Sergeant (seniors); Mr Mayo (juniors); 
·  Scripture - Mr Matthews; 
·  Geography - Mr Mayo; 
·  History  - Major Newbery; 
·  Current Affairs – Mr Matthews (for Form 1 boys only); 
·  Art (Drawing) – latterly taught by Mr Norris. 
·  Music (Singing) - Mrs Solomon, with Mrs Matthews assisting with individual piano lessons. 

According to the school brochure from 1954 (see Appendix 3), Greek and German were offered to boys 
in the top form, but later in the decade these subjects had either been withdrawn because it was no 
longer considered a core subject or because none of the teaching staff had the necessary skills.  Or 
perhaps there were no applicants for them. 

"Rote" learning was a method favoured for math, especially for the smaller children ("times tables" etc) 
and for history (dates of Kings and Queens).   

Matthews must have had a policy of allowing boys and teachers free time after school, because no 
homework was required out of school hours, at least during the late ’50s.  Notwithstanding, the school 
                                                 
36 A collection of Common Entrance Exam papers from November 1959 can be found in Appendix 5. 
37  A letter from Matthews dated December 1955 to Chris Newman’s father comments that “Christopher has done quite well in his new 

form – his second move in two terms. His has been a rather meteoric rise due to our making an extra form …”  
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produced good academic results and a good proportion of pupils did well enough in their Common 
Entrance exams to continue their education at fee-paying “public” secondary schools.  Those failed to 
gain access to public school or those whose future lay on their family’s farm or business might have 
been more likely to attend a local grammar school assigned to them on the strength of their “Eleven-
Plus” exam results38.  Indeed, according Vyvyen Brendon in her book “Prep School Children – A Class 
Apart over Two Centuries”, it was common for children who could not be sure of gaining good enough 
marks in their Common Entrance exams to take the “Eleven-Plus” exam in order to assure themselves a 
place in a grammar school as a back-stop. 

School reports were issued at the end of each term along with a personal letter from the headmaster to 
each boy’s parents.  Examinations (mock Common Entrance exams for the older boys) were held at the 
end of each year and each boy’s score was recorded on his end-of-year report39.   

Common Entrance exams took place under the eye of an “outside” invigilator who came to the school 
to oversee the undertaking.  The exams were held over a period of three days during which period 13 or 
14 separate papers were taken, each lasting between 45 and 75 minutes, and totalling between 11 and 
12 hours of work.  A set of papers from November 1959 as taken by Chris Newman, are attached as 
Appendix 5. These were as follows: 

Day 1 Scripture 45 minutes  Day 2 (cont) Geometry 45 minutes 
 History 45 minutes   Geography 45 minutes 
 Arithmetic A 45 minutes   French B 45 minutes 
 Alegebra A 45 minutes     
 Latin A 60 minutes  Day 3 General Maths 75 minutes 
     Latin B 60 minutes 

Day 2 English 60 minutes   Latin Verse 60 minutes 
 French A 60 minutes     

Greek was the only other subject that was offered at Common Entrance at the time. 

In each class, boys had their own desks with lids that lifted to give access to a storage box for books, 
pencils, pens, ink and other stuff.  At the top right hand corner of each desk was a hole into which was 
placed a glazed earthenware ink-pot, which from time to time was replenished with blue-black ink, into 
which the nib of a “dip pen” would be dipped every few 
seconds as the student wrote out his Latin verse, English 
dictation, arithmetic sums or whatever.   A dip-pen 
consisted of a thin wooden handle with a brass ferrule at 
one end into which slid a disposable nib – the nib lasting as 
long as it took for a boy to drop the pen or to press too hard 
on the paper.  It was not uncommon for large blobs of ink 
to release themselves from the nib and spread over the work 
in hand, causing inevitable grief for the unfortunate wielder 
of the pen.  Nor was it unknown for small boys to have 
tantrums during which ink-pots were thrown at the 
teacher40.   

The hinged lids of the school desks were used for more than 
just writing on and as a lid to cover the contents of the 
storage box below.  For instance, it was not uncommon for 
boys to carve their names or initials into their under-surfaces.  Nor was it unknown for a lid to be 
covertly opened during a test while the master’s back was turned, to allow the desk’s occupant a brief 

                                                 
38  Eleven-plus exam was instituted by the government in 1944 as a means of selecting pupils for grammar school entry. 
39  Some of Chris Newman’s school reports can be seen in Appendix 4 
40  Chris Newman recalled an occasion where a full ink pot was thrown at Mrs. Solomon by an enraged Form IV pupil. 

Typical school desks of the period, these 
examples being displayed in the Imperial War 

Museum in London [C. Newman]. 
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glimpse of a text book or crib-sheet secreted below it, though such instances were usually discovered 
and ceremoniously punished.   

The school desk was not just used for lessons.  It was one’s seat during assembly, prayers and after-
meal rest-periods.  It was also a play-table and a work-bench for building and painting balsawood 
aircraft and plastic Airfix models that were then popular with boys.   

SCHOOL FEES 

The school brochure provided by John Graham (Appendix 3), which appears to have been produced in 
1954, includes a schedule of fees that were to apply from September of that year – viz: 75 guineas 
(almost £79) per term for Boarders and 36 guineas (almost £37) per term for Day Boys.  A fee of 16/- 
[16 shillings = 80 pence] per term (presumably additional to the base fees) covered all normal medical, 
nursing and sick room charges.  Furthermore the school offered an insurance scheme to cover the fees 
in the event of a boy’s absence from school through illness.   

Optional extras included:  

·  Piano lessons: 3 guineas or [£3.15] (per term or per year is not stated);  
·  Riding; £6 for 12 lessons; 

During spring and autumn terms only:  

·  Boxing: 1 guinea [£1.05]; 
·  Carpentry: 1 guinea [£1.05]; 
·  Dancing: 25/-  [£1.25]; 
·  Shooting:  7/6 [38 pence]; 

Summer term only: 

·  Swimming: 25/- approx [£1.25]; 

It may be estimated that if half the boys were day boys and half boarders, the total annual income from 
50 pupils would have been no more than £10,000 – not a huge amount to cover the cost of ten (or 
more) staff, plus feeding the boys maintaining the school premises, taxes and other costs. 

THE BOYS 

As a “preparatory school”, Hill Brow took in boys (only) between age 7 and 13, at which age they 
would take the Common Entrance exam and graduate to a secondary school. 

The school had space for around 60 boys - numbers varying from around 50 in 1954 to over 60 in 1959, 
an extra class being started in 1955 to cope with the increased numbers.  Derek Hoare reported that 
there were 45 pupils when he joined the school in 1943, so it is probable that the arrival of the “baby-
boomers” in the mid 1950s boosted demand for school places. 

Through the late 1950s around half the pupils were boarders, most sleeping in the dormitories within 
the main building, with perhaps ten senior boys housed in a couple of dormitories over the road in 
Chelsea Farm where Major Newbery lived.   

Boys came from a range of family types and backgrounds.  A large proportion, perhaps the majority, 
came from the local middle-class and farming communities.  In addition there were several boarders 
who came from further afield, some of their parents being engaged in colonial enterprises abroad.  
Boys who spoke with the local (or any) accent were in the minority and were often subjected to 
mimicking, sometimes in good-natured fun but sometimes as a put-down or means of “baiting”.  It is 
unlikely that there was much in the way of an intake selection process. The fact that all pupils during 
the late 1950s were of “white Anglo-Saxon” and Church of England stock was probably no more than a 
reflection of the type of parents that chose to send their sons to preparatory schools like Hill Brow.  
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UNIFORMS  

The school colours were red and green, the 
colours being displayed on school caps (horizontal 
rings of alternating colours), school blazers (with 
vertical stripes of alternating colours) and ties 
(with diagonal stripes of alternating colours).  
Grey flannel shirts and trousers, grey socks and 
black shoes completed the uniform.  Short 
trousers were worn by junior boys in both summer 
and winter regardless of weather or temperature.  
Senior boys graduated to long trousers around the 
age of around 12 which were regarded as a status 
symbol and an indicator of maturity.  Trousers 
were held up with a red and green (horizontal) 
striped belt with a silver-coloured S-shaped 
buckle styled as a "snake". 

Boys who excelled at sports were awarded "school colours" which permitted them to wear a green cap 
with the school’s red rampant lion crest on the front.    

The “Old Hill Brovians” tie was coloured with red, green and silver diagonal stripes. 

Suits were worn to church on Sundays41, with junior boys wearing and Eton collars and seniors wearing 
standard (narrow) detachable white collars. 

DAILY ROUTINES 

Day-boys were expected to arrive at school no later than 8:45am.  Late arrival was a source of anguish 
because the offender would be required to present himself to the "duty master" in front of the 
assembled school to explain why he was late.  Latecomers were not permitted to pass the blame onto 
their parents unless they brought with them a signed note admitting parental guilt. 

At the end of each day, around 6:00pm42, day-boys would be dismissed to assemble unsupervised at the 
near-corner of the Triangle.  This was somewhat astonishing, given the strict controls imposed on these 
same boys during the school day.  In winter time, it would be dark by the time school ended, and it was 
common for bigger boys to take the opportunity to terrify younger boys by making ghost noises from 
behind bushes.  Day-boys and weekly boarders were permitted to cycle between home and school 
unaccompanied.  

Boarders were strictly controlled, being assigned to dormitories according to age, each dormitory 
holding around 6 to 8 boys.  Each morning, boarders were expected to get dressed and cleaned, make 
their beds and be down for breakfast by 7:45am after which they would move to the Assembly Room to 
await the arrival of the day-boys for Morning Prayers. 

Boarders were allocated two baths per week – either Mondays and Thursdays, Tuesdays and Fridays, or 
Wednesdays and Saturdays - it being common practice in those days for people to bath no more than 
twice per week.  There were no showers installed in the school, showers being uncommon (and 
regarded as an inferior) in those days. 

                                                 
41 Chris Newman reported in a letter home on Sunday Jan 27th 1957 that he was wearing his Eton collar and Sunday shoes. On 27th Sept 
1959 he reported that he had “had a bit of trouble about my suit today when nobody put out my Sunday suit trousers so I went and asked 
Matron about it. She said that my day ones are the only ones I had and my Sunday ones are coming later”. 
42 According to the 1954 School Brochure (Appendix 3), the school days ran from 8:50am to 6:15pm Saturdays included. 

HBS standard-issue school cap and “Old Hill Brovian” tie  
[photo by Phil Distin] 
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“Lights out” were strictly controlled, being very early (around 7:30pm) for the younger boys.  Older 
boys were permitted to stay up until around 9:00pm, and in summer time were permitted to play 
outside, including games of tennis, during the long evenings.   

Classes were 45 minutes each, beginning after morning prayers at 9:15, and ending in time for a mid-
morning milk break at 10:45, and then continuing through until 12:30 when boys were allowed out for 
sports practice or recreation until lunchtime at 1:00pm. A popular recreation in summer was “French 
Cricket” in which the batter held the bat in front of his legs which acted as the stumps, runs being 
scored by the batsman passing the bat around his body as a ball was retrieved. A batsman was “out” 
when bowled (if the ball hit his legs), caught on the full, or caught one-handed after the first bounce 
(“one hand one bounce”).  Bowling was underarm, but the game was played with a (hard) cricket ball, 
so getting bowled often resulted in bruised shins. 

Boys would take their seats in the Assembly Room after lunch for a 30 minute “digestion” or play 
period when sweets (that were brought to school by boys to be shared amongst all) would be handed 
around on a tray.   

In winter time, organized Sports would take place each afternoon from 2:00pm to 4:00pm, after which 
lessons resumed from 4:30pm to 6:00pm when the day-boys would return home, while in summer time, 
90 minutes of lessons followed immediately after the lunch-break and were followed in turn by two 
hours of sports (cricket for the older boys and rounders for the youngsters).    

Saturday mornings were taken up with classes, while in the afternoon sporting match fixtures would be 
played against other prep schools in the area (see below).  Herring’s43 taxi and coach hire company 
from Burnham-on-Sea would supply the transport for ‘away’ matches. Attendance at home matches 
was compulsory for all non-players, unauthorized absence being treated as a serious offense, as was 
failure to cheer the school team with an acceptable level of noise and enthusiasm.   

Some recall John Matthews as a control freak, wanting everyone and everything where he could see 
them, even to the extent of insisting on specifying the hotel and general environs in which boarders 
could be taken by their parents on weekend visits.   Certainly there were few opportunities for 
escapades, though “free time” was allowed when boys could pursue hobbies or leisure activities.  This 
was largely limited to the half-hour break after lunch plus an additional hour or two after dinner for the 
boarders during which times popular pastimes included assembling plastic Airfix models of planes, 
cars or trains.  Kiel Kraft balsa aeroplanes were also popular and these were sometimes allowed to be 
flown on the front lawn or sports field.  Most were powered by rubber bands, but some wealthier boys 
could afford miniature diesel engines and even jets.   

EXTRA-CURRICULA ACTIVITIES  

As mentioned above, the 1954 HBS Brochure (Appendix 3) lists a small number of optional extra-
curricula activities that were offered by the school. These included: 

·  Boxing - taken by George Blaber; 
·  Shooting - taken by Rory Newbery and Jimmy Sergeant.  Boys would start with air rifles 

(under Newbery’s tuition) and graduate to .22 calibre under Jimmy Sergeant.  Boys were 
instructed to "Squeeze the trigger - don't pull it", often to little avail.   

·  Carpentry  - taken by Mr Matthews.  Boys were allowed to choose their own projects but were 
encouraged to make things that would be useful at home. 

·  Piano - lessons being offered by Mrs. Solomon and Mrs. Matthews.  

The first three listed took place in the out-buildings between the main building and the sports field. 

                                                 
43  Michael Herring, son of the coach company’s owner, was a pupil at Hill Brow from c1953 to c.1957. 
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The brochure also states that riding and dancing classes were available, the former confirmed by 
Christopher Butt who recalled that in the late ‘40s or early 50s Matthews took boys to a "riding stable 
on Berrow Rd in Burnham once a week, and on the return carried back a huge joint of meat which was 
to last a week. The stables were next to St. Christopher's (girls’ school) where we could ogle the girls. 
There were also Italian POWs based nearby."  By the late 50s, riding lessons were no longer offered.   

In the late 1950s, Peter Isaac recalled "Nature Studies" and Nick Sanceau recalled a Gardening Club 
run by Mr Matthews where boys were encouraged to grow vegetables in their own little plots.  These 
latter activities were also listed in the school’s brochure, which also claimed that “the boys take part in 
concerts and entertainments, while lectures and sound films are provided during the winter and spring 
terms.” Some of these are described under “Entertainment” below.   

On special (and rare) occasions, senior boarders might be invited to watch a TV show in the Matthews’ 
flat.  Peter Isaac recalls this privilege as a "long-service honour", and remembers going there once a 
week for several years to watch David Nixon the conjuror, and "What’s My Line" with Eamonn 
Andrews while Mrs Matthews would hand around nibbles.  David Potter remembered watching the 
popular (American) Sergeant Bilko shows. 

FOOD AND MEALS  

Strict rules applied to meals.  Meals were eaten in the dining room where each boy was assigned his 
own seat at a table which he shared with his classmates, with his Form Master seated at the head of the 
table.  Each table was covered in a clean white tablecloth and each boy was required to have his own 
silver napkin-ring in which would be kept a starched and rolled-up white napkin.  

Before entering the dining room, boys had to line up to have their hands and fingernails inspected by 
the duty-master and checked for cleanliness.  After passing inspection, boys would seat themselves at 
their designated places to await the recital of grace by the headmaster: "For what we are about to 
receive, may the Lord make us truly thankful" after which the meal could begin.  Food was cooked in 
the kitchen by Sydney and May44 and brought to the dining room where it was dished out onto plates 
for distribution to the seated assembly.   

Breakfast (for boarders) consisted of cereals or porridge, eggs and bacon, toast and marmalade or jam.  
Lunch (for everyone) was a fulsome two course affair as was dinner (for boarders only).  Food quality 
was generally very good and helpings were more than adequate, though some held less sanguine 
recollections of Sunday lunches of “watery, fatty roast pork (never any crackling) and Sunday suppers 
of pilchards in tomato sauce and un-vinegared beetroot.  However, the bacon and fried bread, and the 
syrup we could spread on bread and butter at that meal, were splendid.”45  Ice cream was a welcome 
treat and some boys seemed to enjoy May's jelly-trifle.  Boarders were allowed to bring their own 
spreads such as jams, marmite and peanut butter.    

Boys were required to eat everything that was put on their plates whether they liked it or not.  One 
boarder recalled that “the school stews were not very palatable. We used to secrete the fat and gristle in 
our hankies and empty the offending articles in the upstairs loos when we changed for games in the 
dormitories.46" 

Milk and currant buns were distributed at break-time each morning and afternoon. Again, their 
consumption was compulsory which presented problems to those who loathed them and who would 
risk reprimand either by giving the hated thing to someone else, or by stuffing it into a desk or pocket 
for later disposal.  Dispensation was granted to boys whose parents were willing to send in a note 
permitting the buns to be replaced with bread and margarine.    

                                                 
44 In the “Memories of Alumni” section, Richard Synge offers an amazing anecdote relating to the sacking of Syd and May c.1958, when 
he recalled John Matthews delivering an ultimatum to them at the point of a shotgun! 
45  Recollections of Nick Sanceau 
46  Recollections of Nick Sanceau 
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Boys were allowed to bring sweets to school but were not allowed to keep them.  Day-boys had to hand 
over their supplies to the duty-teacher on arrival in the morning, and each day’s collection would be 
spread out on a tray to be shared around the assembled boys during the after-lunch rest time.  In the 
same way, boarders were expected to hand over their ration of sweets on arrival at the beginning of 
each term, and these would be rationed out each day and mixed with those of the day-boys.   Failure to 
hand over sweets for lunchtime sharing was considered a very serious offense.  

ENTERTAINMENT  

On some Sunday afternoons, boys would be entertained with a film - or usually two films, the first 
being a cartoon - usually Micky Mouse, Donald Duck or Popeye the Sailor Man, which were always 
very popular. The main films were typical of the day and during the later 1950s included "The Dam 
Busters", "Sanders of the River", "Battle of the River Plate", and (interminably) the "Disney’s Living 
Desert".  Other popular films of the period included “Lady Killers”, “Genevieve”, and “Doctor in the 
House”.  

Several times a year a lecturer would come and give a talk, some of which were boring but others 
entertaining.  Mr Sewell the conjurer was an annual favourite who gains mention in the 1954 HBS 
“Chronicle”.  Peter Isaac recalled other lecturers, including “the fellow from Exmoor with all the 
antlers in canvas gunny bags” and “a fellow who would lecture on the Empire/Commonwealth “Morl-
ta – Gibber-er-alta, and what is it boys?  Cyprus!"; and one who specialized in aircraft and who would 
ask the boys to identify a certain aircraft.  When shown a picture of a Comet, Perris shouted out “It’s a 
BOAC” which gained him much subsequent ragging47. 

Peter Isaac also recalled that a “big thing” was the Oxford & Cambridge Boat Race which was relayed 
via the 1920s era wood-and-cloth framed wireless triangulated into the wall above the duty masters 
desk.   

Once per year a school dance was held (revived in 1951 according to the HBS Chronicle) where boys 
would be expected to dance with one another when female partners (normally few in number and made 
up of boys’ sisters recruited for the event) were unavailable48.  Dancing was (of course) of the ball-
room style, though by the late 1950s, the frightfully modern Hokey-Cokey found its way into the 
repertoire.  

On other occasions there would be a kind of fairground episode with the teachers holding various stalls. 
According to Peter Isaac, boys were required to spend the entire afternoon on their beds in the 
dormitories prior to the event.  

Another once-a-year entertainment took place every 5th November to celebrate Guy Fawkes Night for 
which boys were expected to persuade their parents to contribute towards the costs.  A huge pile of 
dried tree limbs and branches would be piled up in advance at the side of the Sports Field adjacent to 
the Triangle, with an effigy of the malefactor placed on top. Then sometime after dark on 5th 
November boys (and parents who came along) were entertained by a display of fireworks set-off by the 
masters, ending with the lighting of the huge bonfire.  

Of a rather different form of entertainment, Christopher Butt recalled that Major Newbery kept a .38 
revolver from WW1 in an outhouse at Chelsea farm which often kept the boys who were boarding there 
amused.   

"Self-entertainment" was offered in the form of a table tennis table which was stored folded against the 
back wall of the Conservatory and which was allowed to be used during the limited “free time” that 
was available. There was also a billiards table that boys were allowed to use, though access to it was 
strictly policed, play being monitored by a master (usually Jimmy Sergeant) to ensure that its felt 
surface didn't get damaged by the careless use of a cue.  Christopher Butt recalled the billiard table 

                                                 
47  BOAC was the acronym for the British Overseas Aircraft Corporation which subsequently became British Airways or BA. 
48  In the late 1950s, Ian Cocks’ two attractive sisters, Deborah and Teresa were regular attendees of HBS’s annual dance. 
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being located in the Form 2 classroom against the dining room wall in the late 1940s, but by 1954 it 
had been moved to the back of the Form 3a classroom.   

The “Dennis Mayne library" was housed in a bookcase along the wall between 3a classroom and the 
hallway, Dennis Mayne being a Hill Brow boy who was killed in WW2.  More shelves of books were 
located behind the master’s desk in Form 2 Assembly Area.  Popular books included the innumerable 
adventures of fighter-pilot Biggles and Bulldog Drummond novels - gripping stories from the 1920s 
about a spy/detective who drove a Vintage Bentley and who could have been a model for Fleming’s 
James Bond character. The 19th century imperialist novels of G.A. Henty were also stocked along with 
other Victorian “classics” including Charles Dickens’ works. 

An evening entertainment for boarders often came with an invitation to play chess with Jimmy 
Sergeant during the enforced resting period after dinner during which boarders would be expected sit 
quietly in the main Forms 1 & 2 assembly area under the supervision of a teacher. Jimmy would often 
invite a senior boy to play chess with him - always setting himself a handicap by first removing his 
queen.  

NEW BOYS AND SCHOOL LEAVERS 

The 1954 HBS Chronicle lists all the new arrivals at the school between May 1948 and its publication 
in November 1954.  The names total 76, indicating an average intake of about 11 boys per year over 
that period.   

Because of the tight supervision, Hill Brow was reasonably kind to new boys though incidents of 
bullying were inevitable.  Most boys settled in quickly and soon established niches for themselves in 
the school even if “being happy” and “having fun” were not expected of them. 

The process of leaving the school could also be a difficult experience, particularly for prefects who had 
exercised authority over smaller boys, since it would soon be their turn to be bullied and ordered 
around as “fags” upon their arrival at “public” school.   

The process of leaving Hill Brow was heralded by a private interview with the Headmaster, about 
which much was speculated but little was known since those who went through it seldom revealed what 
was said.  The general expectation was that it would focus on “the birds and the bees” about which 
subject most school leavers were loosely acquainted through dormitory gossip and hearsay (but 
certainly not through formal education.)   

A more firm expectation was that each boy would be given a leaving present (usually a book) during 
his interview.  Peter Isaac recalled that such books were selected thoughtfully, and that during his own 
interview, Matthews wished him God's speed and gave him a “steer or two in relation to the future” and 
a summary of his character as Matthews had observed it.   

Others were rather disappointed at Matthews’ circumspect observations about the “facts of life”, and 
Chris Newman recalled that he spent most time talking about Rugby football (his favourite game).  

Nick Sanceau recalled that his sex education consisted of being told "not to compare notes" with senior 
boys if asked, ordered or invited by them.  But “in those days of innocence” he didn't know what 
Matthews was talking about.  By contrast Christopher Butt (who left the school in 1951) was not given 
any parting advice at all of such a nature.   

SPORT AND EXERCISE 

General: Sport and exercise was an important part of the Hill Brow syllabus as evidenced by the fact 
that the subject appears on the first page of the 1954 Hill Brow Chronicle and continues from there to 
take up the next 10 pages of the 24 page document, the word itself always being introduced with a 
capital S. 
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As mentioned elsewhere, Sports were organized every afternoon - cricket in the summer; soccer in the 
autumn; and hockey in the spring.  The school’s 1954 brochure states that “instruction in Rugger is 
given to the older boys”, this being under the tutelage of Jimmy Sergeant by the late ‘50s. 

Other sporting activities included runs (around the grounds); swimming and diving at the Knightstone 
Baths in Weston-Super-Mare; boxing; shooting and tennis.  “Exercise” took the form of PT (physical 
training) lessons and (for boarders only) weekend walks to and from church and along country lanes in 
the surrounding area. 

In the winter and spring terms, Sports would take place after a post-lunch siesta and would be followed 
by lessons from 4:00pm to 5:30.  In summer, the lessons would come first and the cricket (or net 
practice) after.   Games "practice" sessions were held each day before lunch, when boys were allowed 
to go out and play French Cricket or other informal games.   

Saturday afternoons were given over to sports fixtures with neighbouring schools, those listed in the 
1954 Chronicle include:   

·  St Dunstan’s in Stoddens Road, Burnham-on-Sea (now closed);  
·  Braidlea, in or near Bristol;  
·  Connaught House, perhaps in Bishops Lydeard, Taunton;  
·  Ravenscroft probably in Farleigh Hungerford near Bath (now closed); 
·  St Peter’s of Weston-super-Mare, Somerset;  
·  Walton Lodge, probably of Clevedon, Somerset;  
·  Glencot of Glencot Lane, Wookey Hole, Somerset;  
·  The Downs at Charlton House near Bristol (extant in 2010);  
·  All Hallows at Cranmore Hall, Shepton Mallet, Somerset (extant in 2010); 
·  Tockington (probably Tockington Manor School) of Bristol (extant in 2010). 

The names of other schools that later became competitors included Hazlegrove, Downside, Prior Park, 
Clifton, XIV 49, Monkton Coombe and King’s School Bruton (junior school). 

In addition, hockey matches were played against local girls schools at St Christopher’s and Gardenhurst 
also of Burnham-on-Sea, and Rossholm, probably of East Brent.   

Two teams were usually formed to play cricket, soccer and hockey matches – a First XI and an under 
XI (for boys under 11).  It was not altogether unusual for under-11 boys to play in the First XI. 

Transport to “away” matches was provided in the form of maroon and red Bedford coaches supplied by 
Herring’s of Burnham-on-Sea, journeys home being accompanied by great noise and excitement 
whenever a match had been won, and recriminations in the event of failure.   

Home matches were treated with considerable seriousness, all boys being on their “best behaviour”, 
especially all the non-playing boys who were expected to stand on the sidelines of hockey and soccer 
matches, cheering their school team and applauding at appropriate times.  Failure to attend a match, or 
to give adequately enthusiastic support, was regarded as a serious offense. 

Cricket: Cricket was considered the most important of the Sports in that members of the cricket team 
were posed for school photographs, an honour not afforded to the soccer or hockey teams.  However 
school “colours” were offered to the best performers in all three sports – colours being in the form of a 
green cap (with red badge) in place of the standard red-and-green rings. 

Cricket matches involved non-players in additional tasks.  For instance, at home matches the twelfth 
man was usually assigned the task of keeping the scoreboard up-to-date, while a scribe (usually 
selected for his neat handwriting) was recruited to keep score in the official score-book at both home 
and away matches – a task of significant responsibility since the smallest mistake could win or lose a 
match.   

                                                 
49 Names given by Peter Little [1956 to c1961] 
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Soccer: Soccer was the main winter sport for which boys wore either red and green HBS soccer shirts 
or white shirts, thus forming opposing teams of “whites and colours”.  Both teams wore green socks 
with red tops.  Training was taken seriously to the extent that around 1956 two professional players 
were recruited from Bristol City to coach at the school once a week during the winter term - “Ginger” 
Peacock (so named because of his bright orange hair), and Mike (Combine Harvester) Thresher.  Peter 
Isaac recalled that “they had this cry "Zone Him", much imitated by us with full attention to regional 
patois as Zeeeowwwn heeeeeem”.   

Hockey:  Hockey was the main sport of the spring term, for which the same outfits as for soccer were 
worn.  Peter Little recalled that “coaching for the hockey XI was provided by J.B. Evans who was the 
then Great Britain goalkeeper and record holder who also taught at Clifton College”.   

Rugby:  Rugby football (or rugger as it was called) was “introduced to the older boys” but was not 
played competitively against other schools.  Around 1957 or ’58, Jimmy Sergeant began taking a squad 
of players onto the playing fields in order to explain the game’s rules while teaching them how to 
tackle and other basic tactics.   

PT: Weekly or twice-weekly PT lessons were taken by various masters and involved mostly tedious 
stretches and floor exercises.  However, Jimmy Sergeant would sometimes teach boys to leap over a 
large wooden horse that was stored in one of the classrooms, aided by a wooden spring-board.  Leaping 
the ‘horse’ required good timing and coordination. Failure to clear it could result in damage to body or 
limb.   

Tennis: Tennis was offered as an extra (voluntary) sport for those who wanted to participate, two 
courts being set up on the south lawn in front of the Conservatory.  Chris Newman recalled the 
frustration of being coached by Jimmy Sergeant who knew nothing about the game, and who stood at 
the net with an instruction book, issuing instructions that were quite contrary to what he’d been taught 
by his (out-of-school) professional tennis instructor.   

According to the 1954 HBS Chronicle, a school tennis tournament had been held towards the end of 
each year since 1951, after which the best player or players went on to play at the Preparatory School’s 
tournament at Wimbledon where “all performed creditably”.  The general level of tennis skill cannot 
have been so high, however, since the Chronicle also records that “matches have been played against 
the girls at St. Christopher’s; we have not as yet succeeded in beating them, but have come very close 
to it”. 

Swimming and Diving:  Swimming and diving lessons were offered once (or twice) per week at the 
Knightstone indoor swimming baths in Weston Super Mare50. Travel there was on one of Herring's 
Bedford coaches that were painted a magnificent deep maroon colour with red lining.  Peter Isaac 
recalled that "Mr Herring himself used to drive the Bedford bus that would take us to the Knightstone 
Baths and back. Herring was a man of girth and wore a wide gauge leather belt to let the steering wheel 
slide by on.” 

There were two pools at Knightstone - a shallow one for non-swimmers and a deeper one for 
swimmers. The deep pool had a three-level high-diving board and a spring board at the deep-end. The 
school awarded Frog, Fish and Whale badges that were sewn onto trunks after achieving certain skills.  
Once a year, swimming and diving competitions were held for which medals were awarded to winners 
and runners-up.  The 1956 swimming competition programme can be seen in the Memorabilia section.   

Running: Runs were organized once or twice per term, consisting of several circuits around the 
"triangle" and the south lawn – each circuit being in the order of half-a-mile (800 metres).  Major 
Newbery would exhort the runners to greater speeds while recording the number of laps run by each 
boy.   

Sports and Speech Days:  Once per year a Sports Day was held where boys competed for medals 
which would be handed out at a ceremony at the end of the day during which Matthews would give a 
                                                 
50 The school brochure (Appendix 3) describes the baths as “sea water baths”.   
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lengthy speech to the assembled boys and parents.  Matthews obviously enjoyed public speaking and 
made the most of the event, however Peter Isaac recalled that he "had a clinical stutter that would 
convulse him from time to time. We were told that this impediment had ruled out a political career for 
him." 

Sports Day comprised events for both seniors and juniors.  The itinerary for 1952 programme (see 
Memorabilia section) was followed for most of the 1950s and included: sprints (100 yards and 220 
yards), hurdles, long jump, high jump, throwing the cricket ball, an obstacle race, a relay race, three-
legged race, an egg-and-spoon race, a visitors’ race, a 250 yard handicap race, all ending with a 
consolation race. 

The prize-giving ceremony took place on the front lawn outside the Headmaster’s Study, prizes being 
handed out by a local dignitary or parent after Matthews’ speech.  In addition to the medals awarded for 
first and second-place getters in the sporting events, several additional prizes were given out in the 
form of: 

The Challenge Cup for best-performing athletes on the Sports field, based on points awarded for 
each event; 
Honours Cup: according to the HBS Chronicle the Honours Cup was only awarded twice between 
1948 and 1954 – in 1950 to P.J Arlidge and in 1954 to P.G.R. Rigg. Presumably it was either issued 
every four years, or else it was issued only to those who were considered outstanding students. 
Lord’s Challenge Trophy, being in the form of a sword donated to the school in 1950 by Mr. and 
Mrs. G. Lord in memory of their son Jeremy, a pupil at the school who had died from poliomyelitis 
the previous year.  The Lord’s sword was issued annually to the boy, who in the opinion of the 
staff, had tried hardest at work and games throughout the year. 
Challenge Cup for Tennis presented by Mr and Mrs G.E.I. Hind. 
Swimming Challenge Cup presented by E. Theodore Smith Esq. in 1908. 
Junior Swimming Cup presented by Mr and Mrs D. Pineo. 
Junior Challenge Cup for Sports presented by Mr and Mrs Potter. 
Challenge Shield presented by Mr and Mrs V.H.C. Rigg for the best all-round athlete for the year. 
(Cricket) Fielding Cup presented by G.P. and C.N. Newbery. 
Shooting Cup for the “Hill Brow Rifle Club Match Shooting Competition” (awarded twice yearly). 

Walks:  Boarders were blessed with two walks every Sunday - one in the morning to and from Brent 
Knoll church (a distance of 2km each way), and another in the afternoon around the narrow and 
winding country lanes that are a feature of the district. Walking was strictly controlled in "crocodile" 
fashion (a long column of boys walking two-by-two at close spacing).  There were no pavements along 
the narrow roads, so it was fortunate that there were no accidents from passing traffic.  

Crossing the deadly A38 at the “Fox and Goose Inn” on the way to and from church every Sunday in 
this fashion was a particularly hazardous undertaking that would be unthinkable in the modern day.  
Certainly it required both care and discipline on the part of the duty-master because the boys 
themselves were largely oblivious to the hazards of passing traffic.  Peter Isaac observed that: "the 
entire school, in close-order formation could have been obliterated by an aberrant driver or an 
inconvenient blow-out”.  He also recalled Bill Mayo insisting on walking alongside main roads because 
he could pick up nuts, bolts, and things that had dropped off vehicles.  

Sunday afternoon walks were long and boring, but they offered an opportunity for joke-telling and 
eating of blackberries.  Peter Isaac recalled that they could turn into a route march - particularly the 
ones around The Knoll" that would have been the best part of 5 miles (8 km). Christopher Butt recalls 
walks up the Knoll to dig for Roman pottery - something that never happened in later years.  
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SICKNESS AND HEALTH  

The inside flap of the 1954 school brochure (see Appendix 3) gives the name of the school’s “Medical 
Officer” as Dr. J.N.N. Robinson M.R.C.S. L.R.C.P.  It is not known if Dr. Robinson was a member of 
staff or the local G.P., but his is the only name (other than that of the headmaster) that is mentioned in 
the brochure. In any case Dr. Robinson was not present at the school after 1954, and nor did “all boys 
undergo a thorough medical examination at the beginning and end of every term” as claimed in the 
brochure.  It may be that these practices had been adopted after the death in 1949 from poliomyelitis of 
Jeremy Lord (see below) but subsequently dropped. 

In the mid-1950s, there was a sick room located upstairs in the main school building, presided over by 
Miss Ravenscroft, or "Matron" (as she was called), who wore a starched white uniform and looked 
after the sickroom, which every so often would be overwhelmed whenever an epidemic swept through 
the school.  The Chronicle records that a mumps epidemic swept through the school in 1949 
(disguising the symptoms of poliomyelitis that afflicted Jeremy Lord), and in 1957 several dormitories 
were filled to overflowing with boys infected a bird flu epidemic that was then called “Asian flu”.  

In 1952, a vaccine was developed for poliomyelitis, and in 1955 an oral version was developed by 
Albert Sabin, which began human trials in 1957.  Chris Newman recalled that all HBS boys were given 
a dose of the serum but most likely it would have been in its original form as an injection.  Jeremy 
Lord’s death from the disease was not talked about or even known amongst the boys51.  Had it been 
known then the availability of the vaccine would have held greater significance than it did. 

Peter Isaac remembered two young deputy matrons, Misses Palmer and Moore, who were replaced by 
the formidable and more appropriate Miss Ravenscroft. Chris Newman remembered only Miss 
Ravenscroft as Matron, being a stern and formidable lady with raven black hair and eyes but who, like 
Jimmy Sergeant, hid a kindly and humorous disposition behind a stern façade.  Nick Sanceau 
remembered her as a horsy person who had a heart of gold, who earned the nick-name "shower" 
because she was a spitter when she enunciated the letter S.  He also recalled that she came from 
Cheshire and was "a dear old thing" who was more of a Housekeeper than a Matron, being involved 
with uniforms and bed linen. Peter Little recalled a Miss Hamilton being employed as an assistant to 
Miss Ravenscroft. 

HYGIENE AND CLEANLINESS 

Matthews regularly exhorted his pupils towards the paths of Godliness and Cleanliness.  He was prone 
to lengthy remonstration about the unhygienic state of the boys' toilets while being oblivious to the ash 
dropping from the cigarette glued to his bottom lip or the smoke from it polluting the air that everyone 
else had to breathe.  

On the subject of toilets, Nick Sanceau recalls that "in the interval between breakfast and Assembly, 
when Newbery was on duty, a loo-visit book was kept (preoccupation with keeping the bowels open 
being a feature of prep school health at the time), and he invited us to visit one or t'other of the frankly 
pretty squalid facilities with the words, "Sanceau, 3 and 6"; on my return, the next in line was told, 
"Potter, 6 and 3". The reason and meaning elude me to this day." 

Bathing, however, followed the English habits of the day, boarders’ baths being regulated to a strict 
twice weekly timetable: either Mondays and Thursdays, Tuesdays and Fridays, or Wednesdays and 
Saturdays.   

No showers were installed in the school, showers being a rarity in the UK in those days and generally 
regarded inferior substitutes for baths. It was only in 1954 that a shallow bath was installed in the boys’ 

                                                 
51  Peter Isaac has observed that no mention was ever made about the school’s alumni or its history.  The only hint of it having any history 

came from the 1930s school photographs from Eastbourne that adorned the wall of the Assembly Room. 
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changing room for communal washing of feet after games, sweaty bodies above the knees being left 
unwashed since nakedness was not countenanced. 

Once per month, all boys were given compulsory haircuts by a visiting team of (two) barbers.  Hair-
cutting took place in the two upstairs boys’ bathrooms, and included hair washing and drying.  Boys 
may have been expected to wash their hair between-times, but it was probably not compulsory. 

As noted elsewhere, boys all had to wash and present their hands (and especially finger nails) for 
inspection before every meal.   

CHURCH & PRAYERS  

Every school morning began with the Headmaster arriving in the Assembly room at 9:00am to lead 10 
minutes of morning prayers at which one of the prefects would read “the lesson” - a passage from the 
Bible selected by the Headmaster. Woe betide the day-boy who arrived late for morning prayers, even 
though “punishment” was never more than the humiliation of a dressing down in front of the assembled 
school.   

Most if not all pupils were brought up in the Church of England and most were probably practicing 
members.  At any rate, boarders were blessed with compulsory attendance at the Sunday Matins service 
at St Michael’s church on the side of the knoll at the centre of the village, and being herded in 
'crocodile' formation the 1½ miles (2.5km) each way to and from it.  In the later 1950s, a very 'high 
church' vicar by the name of Marr held the living in Brent Knoll and indulged in the preaching of long 
and boring sermons which gave HBS boys an opportunity to amuse themselves by playing "sermon 
cricket". The game involved counting cricket scores based on the umpire signals given by the vicar as 
he waved his arms during the course of a sermon.  

In Peter Isaac’s view "Thornton had indoctrinated Matthews with the value of muscular Christianity, 
and the visit to the church was the centre-piece of this. Matthews was what we now know as repressed. 
This manifested itself in his supercharged piety. There was a Bible extract, a psalm, a hymn, a homily 
and so on. It went on and on morning and evening. On the Sunday, after lunch, (and after the Brent 
Knoll service) Matthews would deliver himself of more in this vein. Incidentally, this was strictly 
Anglican52.  Papistry was not part of this, and not even mentioned.”    

Peter continued: "There was a boy called Gordon Strong53, whose father ironically was another vicar at 
Burnham - must have been another denomination to that of my namesake54. Matthews hated him and 
could not conceal it. The reason was that Gordon had a questioning mind. On one occasion Matthews 
had been going on and on about the divinity being the only creator of other living things. Gordon piped 
up "Sir, I've just read that they've invented a mechanical cow." Matthews was livid - incandescent with 
rage."  

Few others remember Matthews as so extreme in his religious expressions. "Firm but fair", was 
Christopher Butt's view, and the one shared by most others.  

Christopher Butt recalls that "the walk to the Church on Sundays was usually good fun", and that on 
one occasion "the church visit was curtailed on arrival; the rumour was that someone had just leapt off 
the roof."  Christopher also recalled the house on the right hand side of the road that always had a 
'penny-farthing' bicycle outside that was occasionally ridden.  This was (or it became) the "Ordinary 
Club" of Brent Knoll where in the 1960s the sight of Penny-Farthing bicycles (originally called 
"ordinary" bicycles) could often be seen, being ridden around the village during weekends. 

                                                 
52 It is improbable that Matthews was Anglican since he never attended church with the school.  Most likely he was Presbyterian. 
53 Gordon Strong has expressed his views on the school in the Alumni Recollections section. 
54 Peter Isaac’s namesake was another Peter Isaac (Isaac 2) who arrived at the school at the same time.  The two Peter Isaacs were 

unrelated. 
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COMMUNICATIONS 

Boys were required to call masters “Sir”, with the word being added to the each sentence of a dialogue.  
Failure to do so would have been considered the height of discourtesy and would be punished if 
repeated.  Teachers called boys by their surnames as did boys when talking to or amongst themselves. 
Christian names were never used.  Brothers or other boys sharing the same surname would be 
individually identified by the sobriquet “1” or “2” according to age. 

Boarders were required to spend the hour after breakfast on Sunday mornings (before going to church) 
writing letters – a letter home being the minimum requirement.  A strict census system operated that 
required each letter to be submitted to the duty master for his overview and approval before they could 
be sealed in an envelope for posting.  Approval was granted if handwriting was acceptable and if the 
length of letter was considered adequate.  Had any boy been brave enough to include a critical, 
subversive or political commentary in their missives, then no doubt the censor’s axe would have fallen 
on it.   

Day-boys who arrived late for school or who missed a day (or more) at school were required to bring 
with them on their return, an explanatory note signed by a parent.  Late arrival for morning prayers was 
punished by a public dressing down if a parent failed to write an appropriate note of excuse. 

Telephone communication from school was not even a consideration.  The only telephone in the entire 
school was housed safely inside the headmaster’s apartment.  No doubt he used it to call parents of 
boys who fell sick or committed serious offences, but boys themselves were never allowed access to it. 

MISCREANTS AND DISCIPLINE  

As was (and may still be) the custom in such schools, the imposition of discipline was facilitated 
through a prefect system in which senior boys were appointed to act as “prefects”.  In fact, prefects at 
Hill Brow carried little authority and could not impose punishments, but small boys were expected to 
obey them, and prefects were expected to report rule infringements to the duty masters.  No significant 
privileges were offered to prefects other than a sense of status and taste of authority.  Their one official 
duty was to read the lesson during morning prayers. 

Happily for the boys, beatings were not a common punishment at Hill Brow. Compared to other 
schools of its type, Hill Brow was quite a gentle place in that respect, though the threat of a beating was 
an ever-present deterrent.  Both David Potter and Nick Sanceau reported been chastised with a slipper - 
in David's case “six of the best” were administered by Matthews on one or two occasions, while Nick's 
punishment was inflicted by The Bug "not very hard, for saying 'damn'”.  David recalled that although 
Mathews had a cane in his room he was not known to have used it. Gordon Strong however has first-
hand recollections of its not infrequent use55.   

Punishment for more minor offenses might involve reciting several lines of poetry to a master after a 
suitable period of memorization. “Writing of lines” was not commonly imposed though John Graham 
recalls being called upon to write lines and learn the hymn 'For those at sea' as punishment for some 
rule he broke. Public humiliation was a more common punishment, for instance by being made to stand 
on one’s chair in front of one’s classmates or (worse) the whole school. Or alternatively one might be 
made to “stand in the corner” for 10 or 15 minutes or whatever the teacher deemed appropriate.  An 
unusually harsh punishment was inflicted by Bill Mayo who made a boy stand on his desk for 30 
minutes or more during a meal break, as a consequence of which, Mayo (who had a famously short 
temper) was reported to have been reprimanded by Matthews for inflicting excessive punishment for 
what was probably no more than a trivial offence.   

Supervision was so close at the school that it was hard to get into serious trouble. Boys were seldom 
able to escape from a teacher's sight and were closely watched for any misdemeanour. This, of course, 

                                                 
55 See Gordon’s reminiscences under “Alumni Recollections” 
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produced a reaction in some of the more rebellious boys who sought a modicum of freedom and 
adventure.  Chris Newman recalls one example from late 1950s winters where boarders dared one 
another to "escape" from the after-dinner rest period in the assembly area by getting permission to go to 
toilet but instead sneaking outside.  They would creep around the school building like miniature spies 
hiding in the shadows and peaking back into the assembly room to check for any sign that their absence 
had been discovered - the bravest making their presence known to their co-conspirators by moving 
close enough to a window to be seen.  Happily no-one was ever caught because the consequences for 
both the individual and every other boy would have been severe.   

Real escapes were however rare.  Peter Isaac remembers only one true "escape" from the school that 
was accomplished by Michael Legg who over a period of several spell-binding hours managed to cover 
some distance across the surrounding farmland before being recaptured and returned to confinement.  
Somehow the entire school found out about his escape and rumours were rife as to his whereabouts and 
capture.  What, if any, punishment he suffered is not recalled. 

A popular prank amongst boarders was to plan and engage in a "midnight feast" on the last night of the 
school term. It involved collecting food in one of the dormitories and staying awake long enough after 
the lights-out before banqueting amidst hushed whispers and beating hearts.  It was all 'jolly good fun' 
except on one occasion when the Mr Matthews walked in on one such feast and was not only unamused 
by what he saw, but exhibited an unusual degree of anger which seemed rather unwarranted given that 
he must have been well aware that such escapades were not only harmless, but a routine part of 
boarding school life56.   

Peter Isaac’s recollection was that: "The school was strict in the true restrictive sense. Everything was 
regulated. There was the loo roster each morning, the show of hands before meals and the crocodile 
walks." 

RUN DOWN AND CLOSURE 

The school closed at the end of the winter term just before Christmas in 1966.  The precise 
circumstances surrounding its closure remain uncertain but almost certainly it came about by a 
combination of rising costs, falling student numbers and John Matthews approaching retirement age, 
and perhaps also a decline in his health.  Gerry Matthews’ nephew, Ewen Davidson, expressed the view 
that the intake of new pupils was declining due to the remote rural location of the school, and the fact 
that many other prep schools in that area had been established over many more years and had 
developed links to top league Public Schools.   

Peter Little (who was involved in the sale of Somerset Court in 1968) also believes that it was falling 
attendance figures that forced the school to close, and this view is supported by Giles Yates’ 1966 
school photo that shows only 49 boys, representing a drop of over 20% from the 1959 total of 62.   

Peter Isaac's thoughts are rather different:   

“A great aunt of mine called Ethel lived with her husband Edward Care on the road through the 
village, on the left hand side, walking to the church. I recall her saying much later that the problem 
was that Matthews never installed a successor or could bring himself to groom one. He did 
everything himself. There was nobody around the place answering to the job description of 
administrator or accountant. Someone who came to the school to sell polish was amazed to find 
himself dealing with the headmaster.” 

Nick Sanceau holds the view that "the school closed, as did so many small, rural boarding prep schools 
at that time (and at regular intervals ever since), because fee income could not cover the lease/mortgage 
payments, nor staffing costs, and this, combined with more prescriptive child-care and premises 

                                                 
56 Nick Sanceau reported that in the early 1960s radishes and spring onions were allowed to be grown in the school gardens 

and that these “went towards our midnight feasts......", implying that by then such feasts were tacitly countenanced. 
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regulations involving pretty hefty expenditure that came in at about that time, proved to be the straw 
that broke many camels' backs.  Likewise, boarding very much declined in popularity at about the time 
the school closed."  His view is endorsed by Vyvyen Brendon in her book “Prep School Children – A 
Class Apart over Two Centuries” in which she observes that the 1960s were “hard times for Prep 
Schools which were closing at the rate of about 100 per year” and that many of the closures resulted 
from “the combined pressures of compulsory inspection and higher rates of taxation.  Many schools 
found it difficult to pay the Selective Employment Tax which was imposed on service industries in 
1966”.  

The listing of Somerset Court land transactions57 prepared by Norman Green of the National Autistic 
Society give some further clues to Matthews’ actions and motives in the mid to late 1960s.  As noted 
earlier in this account, in January 1963 Matthews’ purchased the Somerset Court property in his own 
name, and during the subsequent nine months was granted permission to build various additions to the 
property including a dwelling house, boiler house and coal store.  In April 1965, he gained planning 
permission to erect a Headmaster’s Flat, dormitories and staff and toilet accommodation, and the 
following month purchased two parcels of land at Brent Knoll in the name of the “Hill Brow School 
Trust Limited”.   

Two years later, in March and April 1967 (after the school’s closure), Matthews was granted 
permission to convert Somerset Court into a nursing home or boarding or guesthouse or hotel, but was 
refused permission to convert it into a residential club.  Then in September 1967, he was refused 
permission to develop it for residential purposes.   

In December 1967 “the Deodar Cedar in the main lawn to south of house [was] placed under a tree 
preservation order [by when] FJHM was living at 17 Almoners Avenue, Cambridge”.  A few days later, 
it seems that Matthews sold part of the property to Frederick and Mary Holmes 

Eighteen months later, in June 1969, “different parts of Somerset Court” were transferred from 
Matthews and the HBS Trust to the ownership of Arthur Walls of 47, The Grove, Ealing.  By then 
Matthews was living in 103 Beaumont Road, Cambridge.  As noted elsewhere in this account, he 
subsequently moved back to Eastbourne where he died in 1971. 

Both Giles Yates and Stephen Williams who were pupils at the time of the school’s closure report that 
they, and a number of their contemporaries, transferred to St. Peter’s School in Weston Super Mare at 
the beginning of the 1967 Easter term, from which it can be concluded that the school was formally 
closed at the end of 1966.  Giles reports in his memoir58 that St. Peter’s differed from Hill Brow in 
being about twice the size and located in a town environment, and (most pertinently) that “it had 
younger, qualified teachers”.   

As a post-script it may be mentioned that Christine McCrudden of the Independent Association of Prep 
Schools (an association for the Heads of Prep Schools) advised that John Matthews maintained his 
membership of the association from 1937 (when first elected member) until 1966.  

                                                 
57  Norman Green’s listing of land transactions can be found under Appendix 6 
58 See Giles Yates’ memoir in the Alumni Recollections section. 



Page No 35  

 

LATER HISTORY OF SOMERSET COURT 

After the purchase of Somerset Court by Arthur Walls in 1969, little use seems to have been made of it.  
In 1972 ownership of the property was transferred to a Mr J.P. Cashman who was then granted 
permission to convert part of it into banqueting accommodation and/or as a garden centre, licensed 
restaurant and conference facility. 

However, according to Norman Green59, Cashman hated the place, and was happy for the Ealing Autistic Trust 
to take Somerset Court off his hands.  This they did on 1st Oct 1973, whereupon it became a training centre for 
autistic adults.  Subsequently on the last day of 1982, the property was sold to the National Autistic Society for a 
nominal price of £1, and it remains in their care to this day (2011). 

 

 
The late Sybil Elgar, founder of the Somerset House Centre for adults with ASD. 
Next to her is actor Robert Morley. [Photo supplied by National Autistic Society] 

CHANGES TO THE BUILDINGS AND GROUNDS 

As might be expected, many changes have occurred to the buildings and grounds of Somerset Court 
over forty years since its closure.  Chris Butt and Chris Newman made arrangements with the National 
Autistic Society to pay a visit to Somerset Court in August 2010 during which they noted the most 
obvious external changes to the building and grounds as follows: 

(1) disappearance of the great cedar tree from the front lawn despite its being placed under a tree 
preservation order in 1967; 

(2) disappearance of the upper floor of the western wing of the main building (see photo on page 9); 

(3) modification of the upper story roof and windows on the south side of the central section of the 
main building including removal of the old balustrade; 

(4) removal of the external shutters from the windows on the south side; 

(5) conversion of the old conservatory into a brick or concrete extension; 

(6) several new buildings around the lawn, plus several more built and being built on a large area of 
(what was) farmland that has been acquired south of the old “moat”; 

(7) constant background noise from the M5 motorway which cuts off the north-western corner of the 
sports field. 

Items (3) to (6) are illustrated in the photos below: 

                                                 
59  See email from Norman Green to Chris Newman dated 22nd Aug 2010. 
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Somerset Court South Frontage showing new extension replacing the old Conservatory [C. Newman Aug 2010] 

 
Somerset Court South Frontage showing the west wing where the upper story has been removed.  At the far right, beyond the extension 

that replaced the old Conservatory is another new building used as an art studio. 
 [C. Newman Aug 2010] 

 
Somerset Court South Lawn, showing new staff dwellings on its western perimeter.  
To the left of the large fir tree, the old cedar tree is missing [C. Newman Aug 2010] 
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Internally, the building has been substantially altered to the extent that it is not always easy to orientate 
oneself or to recognize old features. However a few stood out – for instance the door to Matthews’ 
study and private staircase and the fireplace, windows and ceiling in the main Forms 1 & 2 assembly 
area (see photo on page 9) and the internal wooden shutters (now defunct) built into the window frames 
(see below).  

 

SCHOOL REUNIONS 

In March 1965 John Matthews posted out an invitation for a reunion that was to take place at the Grand 
Hotel in Bristol on 10th April of that year (for the grand sum of £1 per head), which included an 
introduction saying “The  last luncheon was held in London in April 1963, so this year it’s Bristol’s 
turn.”  [A copy of the invitation is appended in the Memorabilia section below.]  Christopher Butt 
recalls attending the Bristol reunion, after which the attendees went on to visit the school, when he 
recalled it feeling very strange seeing it again. 

It isn’t known if there had been an established practice for reunions to take place every two years 
before 1963.   

Presumably the Bristol reunion was the last that Matthews organized the school closed had closed 
before another two years had passed by when Matthews had retired to Cambridge.  However a post-
closure reunion was organized in 1982 by Peter Little (HBS 1956 - 61), son of Highbridge family 
doctor, Dr John Little.   

Right: Form IIIb classroom window (north-facing) 
with double-door through to Form I Classroom 
beyond.  One could hide in the dark between the 

doors if one dared. [C. Newman 2010] 

 

Left: East-facing window at SE corner  
of Form II Classroom. 
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OBITER DICTUM  

Alumni 

Several alumni of Hill Brow have contributed to these pages. These include: 

·  Christopher Butt  1946 – 1951: a retired engineer living in the UK. 
·  Phil Distin c1952 – c1955: living in Canada. 
·  David Potter c.1952 - 1956, living in the UK. 
·  James Hole 1952 – 1958: living in London. 
·  Richard Synge 1954 - 1959: journalist, writer and expert on African affairs, now living in the UK. 
·  Chris Newman (1954 – 1959) who assembled the information presented here. An engineer, 

currently living in Beijing, China, in a semi-retirement. 
·  Gordon Strong c.1954 – c.1959, writer and magician, living in the UK. 
·  Roger Potter 1955 – 1959, living in the UK. 
·  Ewen Davidson 1955 – 59, living in UK. 
·  Peter Isaac 1955 - 1960: a journalist and long-time president of the National Press Club, who runs 

the British New Zealand Trade Council in Wellington NZ where he now lives. 
·  Peter Little (1956 - c.1961) who organized a school reunion in Burnham-on-Sea in 1982. 
·  John Graham (1956) now working in the medical profession in New Zealand.  
·  Nicholas Sanceau - 1957 - 1961, living in the UK. 
·  Giles Yates (1966), now working in the medical profession in Sydney Australia.  

Other alumni who have been in contact include:  

John Dunford  1953-60, living in UK Rod Murchison  1959, living in UK 
Michael Pineo  1953-58, living in UK Mark Newbery 1959–64, living in UK 
Robert Matthews 1954-59, living in UK Peter Legg 1960-65, living in UK 
James Hayman-Joyce 1955-58, living in UK Stephen Williams 1962-67, living in UK 
John Cheverton 1955–58, living in UK Arthur Clapp  1966, living in UK 
Richard Shaw 1955 – 60, living in Australia  

 
Teaching Staff 

Such information as is known about the subsequent lives of the teachers from Hill Brow is as follows.   

·  John Matthews: Ewen Davidson notes that the sale of 
Somerset Court did not provide for the Matthews’ retirement 
by the time he had paid off all the staff and outstanding debts.  
In consequence, they moved to Cambridge where John took 
further work (perhaps as Bursar) at the Perse School60 until his 
health declined, when he made the move back to Eastbourne.  
He died there on July 28th 1971 at the age of 66. [See obituary notice from the Daily Telegraph]. 

·  Rory Newbery: Rory Newbery was also left with insufficient resources for his retirement and had 
to take a job at another school after Hill Brow closed. He died at Burnham-on-Sea in 1974 (aged 
73) from emphysema brought about by a lifetime of smoking61. 

·  Jimmy Sergeant:  Chris Newman recalled his step-mother (Mrs. Solomon) telling him in the early 
1970s that Mr Sergeant had contracted Parkinson's Disease, so it is likely that this eventually 
claimed him. 

 
 

                                                 
60 Information from Ewen Davidson. 
61 Information from Mark Newbery. 
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·  Bill Mayo :  No information is currently available about his retirement.   
·  Babs Solomon:  Babs Solomon became Chris Newman’s step-mother when she married his 

widowed father in 1967.  She lived with him in “Bilsdean”, his house in Brent Knoll not far from 
the Red Cow, until April 1979 when, out shopping with him in Burnham-on-Sea, she was struck by 
a car and killed.  

 

Other Members of Staff: 

·  Mrs. Gertrude Matthews: Mrs. Matthews was wife of the headmaster John Matthews.  They 
married in middle age (in 1950) and had no children.  After a short spell in Cambridge after the 
closure of Hill Brow, the Matthews moved back to Eastbourne where John Matthews died in 
1971.  Mrs. Matthews remained in Eastbourne for the rest of her life.  A chain smoker for much 
of her life, she passed away in or around 2005 after reaching her hundredth birthday.62 

·  George Blaber: George Blaber began working at Hill Brow after being discharged from the 
armed forces in 1919.  He retired in 1964 after 45 years of service.  George acted as porter, 
gardener, handyman, boxing coach, boys’ shoe polisher, and general factotum.  In March 1965, 
John Matthews distributed a notice seeking contributions towards a retirement presentation to 
George – see Memorabilia section below.    

·  Miss Nellie Prescott Ravenscroft:  Nellie Ravenscroft was an aunt of John Dunford [HBS 
1953 – 60], and was appointed Matron at Hill Brow in 1954 following the death of her mother 
who she had previously cared for.  According to John Dunford, she had no medical or other 
qualifications, but was very good at caring and took no nonsense from little boys.  She remained 
at the school until it closed in 1966 by when she would have been 66 years old.   

                                                 
62 Information about Mrs Matthews was provided by her nephew Ewen Davidson (HBS 1955 – 1960). 
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ALUMNI MEMORIES:  

Derek Hoare [1943 - 1945] has written the following anecdote in his description of Hill Brow on the 
Friends Reunited website: 

“Hill Brow was evacuated to Brent Knoll at the beginning of the war. When I went there in 1943 there 
were 45 children in the school. John (FJH) Matthews was the headmaster. Mr Newbery, the deputy 
head was away at the war.  

Mr Schulthess, the French master, was the most important member of the staff. He was a brilliant 
teacher, always calm and very thorough. He had been at the school since about 1904. Tuesday was his 
half day and every Tuesday he went into Weston-super-Mare but returned after we were in bed and 
came round the dormitories giving every boy a slice of the most delicious fruit cake.  The worst 
punishment ever devised was that if we had not pleased him with our work, he would look at you and 
say "not this week; perhaps next."  

When on duty on Sundays he would take a walk up to the top of the Knoll and allow us to run wild. On 
the way back he would tell a story, so the inhabitants of Brent Knoll would see this crowd of small 
boys treading on each others’ heels walking through the village listening to every word from this 
ancient but sprightly man. In two years he taught me all the French that I needed eventually to get an A 
level pass at 18. I never learnt anything more from my Public school teachers. Hill Brow was a very 
civilized place especially after my previous prep school which I loathed.” 

 

Chris Butt  [1946 to 1951] presented some insights into the 
school in an article that he wrote for the Weston-S-Mare 
Family History Society titled "Weston in the Forties". He has 
given permission for relevant passages from its text to be 
quoted here: 

"In 1946 I went to Hill Brow School at Somerset Court, Brent 
Knoll. The school had been moved from Eastbourne at the 
beginning of the war, and there we had a Swiss, Herr 
Schulthess, who taught us French, and some domestic help from Holland where there was even less 
food than in England.  

We had good sports teams and played at St Peter’s, Monkton Coombe, and St Dunstan's. Occasionally 
we were taken to the Knightstone baths for swimming, and to Burnham for horse riding.  

We heard a large bang one day which I believe was from the explosives factory at Puriton.  

In the summer we were able to walk past the Fox and Goose, through Brent Knoll up to the church, and 
then onto the top of the Knoll where we dug for Roman pottery.  

It was at school that that my interest in engineering was aroused by Mr Matthews the headmaster, who 
stripped and de-coked a lawnmower engine in front of the class.  

Most of the pupils travelled to and from home by steam train from Brent Knoll station, with luggage 
going "Passenger's Luggage in Advance" (PLA). 

There was great concern at that time regarding Polio or Infantile Paralysis: very little was known about 
the disease although it was thought to be connected with food, consequently candy floss from the pier 
was forbidden."  
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James Hole [1952-1958] has some delightful recollections of life 
at Hill Brow: 

John Matthews:  I didn’t see Matthews as a ‘sadistic monster’ or 
as a ‘muscular Christian’. On the whole, I go along with the ‘firm 
but fair’ view. I don’t remember him ever caning anyone. A 
tongue lashing from him was usually more than enough for those 
who stepped out of line.   

Even when not in a punishing mood I think he had a talent for 
making boys feel guilty or inadequate. For instance, on the last day of term he’d usually say a few 
words about the leavers, and I remember him making it plain that So-and-So was not one to set the 
Thames on fire (or some such cliché).  Whether true or not, it wouldn’t have cost him anything to make 
a boy leaving his care to feel good about himself. Generally, I think he should have tried to help boys -- 
especially those who didn’t shine at work or games – to make more of their individual talents, rather 
than harping on about their shortcomings.  But I suppose such an attitude would have been rare among 
headmasters of his generation. 

Matthews was rather humourless. I remember at lunch one day a boy complained that we were always 
being served up the same puddings.  He asked round the table what we would have preferred, to which 
someone piped up ‘Instant whip, sir’. The inevitable reply was ‘I’ll give you an instant whip’, which 
caused much merriment. I remember it because it was so unusual to hear him make a joke, or attempt 
one. 

I can’t say I remember Matthews talking to Gerry (his wife) much, if at all.  They never made any show 
of affection in front of the boys. But of course in those days it would not been thought ‘proper’ even if 
they had felt so inclined.    

The character of the man was a bit of an enigma. On the one hand he struck people as quite urbane.  He 
owned a Daimler, played golf on his afternoons off, belonged to the RAC club in Pall Mall, took 
holidays in Scotland and (?) France. All this seemed to give the impression that he and Gerry were a 
refined and well-to-do couple.  On the other hand, some people found his social manners rather 
awkward.  Didn’t he tend to stammer a bit? I remember bumping into him during the holidays when out 
shopping in Bristol with my mother. He stopped in the street for a brief chat but instead of turning 
towards my mother he faced round in the opposite direction for the entire conversation.  My mother 
found this rather odd to say the least. My father, for his part, seemed to get on okay with him. He 
guessed that behind the headmasterly guise, Matthews seemed to be a good employer and friend to his 
staff. Certainly staff turnover was very low. 

Both my parents liked Gerry Matthews.  She was always made them feel welcome and I think her 
charming ways with parents must have helped sell the school.  She was especially kind to new boys and 
took a special interest in their wellbeing. 

Brent Knoll church : I can’t say for sure whether Matthews attended with the boys on Sunday or not.  I 
do remember that the vicar’s sermons would drag on and on.  Maybe in the hopes of making him shut 
up we’d start fiddling with the coins we had ready for the collection. The clink of coins so annoyed the 
vicar that one Sunday he bellowed from the pulpit,  ‘I do wish you chaps wouldn’t throw your money 
about’. I remember Matthews telling us that the vicar never intended to make his sermons interesting to 
boys.  In other words, we’d have to grin and bear them.  Matthews had evidently spoken to the vicar 
about it but this doesn’t mean to say he went to hear the sermons for himself.   

Christianity : From what I remember, Matthews’ focused his scripture lessons on the bible story.  
Needless to say, he expected our full and serious attention -- I can still remember the hushed 
atmosphere in class when he was covering the events leading up to the crucifixion  -- but I never got 
the feeling that he was ramming religion down our throats. If he had any eccentric beliefs of his own I 
wasn’t aware of them. 
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Lawn Mowing:  I can see Matthews and the motor mower once more making a stately progress around 
the cedar tree. One summer term he decided to tackle the ivy that was smothering some of the trees by 
the front drive. He gave Neil Parsons, Robert Ballantyne and me the task of pulling it off the tree 
trunks.  By way of encouragement, I remember him saying ‘When I give you a job I expect you to do it 
well’ (or something similar).  So we spent a good many after-school hours happily ‘stripping ivy’.  For 
once we were not under supervision, and enjoyed charging along behind the school handcart loaded 
with ivy stems.  But our new-found freedom soon got the better of us.  One day we lost control of the 
speeding cart: it hit an open conservatory window side on and wrenched it off its hinges.  Luckily 
Matthews didn’t take it out on us that time, though he grumbled about the cost of repairing the window 
frame.   

Barbarians:  Jimmy Sergeant hated any interruption to his lessons. The school barbers’ visit was a 
recurring source of annoyance as it meant boys having to miss part of a lesson to have their hair cut.  
On the day the barbers were due, Sargie would break off every so often from Latin verbs, or whatever 
he was drilling into our heads, and glance out of the classroom window. When he spotted the barbers’ 
car coming up the drive he would declare ‘The barbarians at the gates’. This always raised a laugh. But 
we wisely suppressed our delight that little work would be possible for the rest of the morning. 

Regarding Jimmy Sergeant, behind his gruff exterior, there was a great sense of humour and genuine 
friendship. I had some eccentric teachers at Clayesmore who stand out in my mind as great characters 
but none were more dedicated to their profession and in such a self-denying way as Sargie. 

Burnt-out suit :  One summer day a boarder whose name I’ve forgotten left a magnifying glass lying 
on top of his grey flannel jacket. The jacket was near a dormitory window in the full sun and somehow 
caught fire. I don’t think Matron believed this was merely an accident. As warning to us never to mess 
with magnifying glasses, she laid out the charred remains on a table for all to see.  I can remember the 
feeling of fascination and horror as I looked on what was left of the jacket.  The sight and smell of the 
scorched flannel made me think I was being asked to examine a corpse. 

Carry on smoking:  Boarders at the farm soon got used to Major Newbery’s morning coughing fits -- 
and the smell of stale tobacco and shaving soap in the bathroom. His was no mere chesty cough but a 
full-on smoker’s cough with startling sound effects. He must have had lungs like leather bellows to 
have withstood all those years of chain smoking. We were so used to the staff smoking all day that it’s 
no wonder some boys were tempted to take it up.  One winter term (possibly in 1956 or 57) a 
clandestine smokers’ club was formed. Boys took to raiding the masters’ ashtrays for cigarette stubs63.  
I don’t know where they hid out for their crafty smokes. Matthews eventually rumbled them but said 
nothing about it until the last day of term.  After morning prayers he began by saying he’d been badly 
let down by some older boys and went on to give us a fire and brimstone lecture. Maybe this was the 
first time he’d ever caught boys smoking but to listen to him you would have thought the school had 
been struck down by the forces of evil. I’ve forgotten what punishments, if any, were meted out. 

Window on the world:  Of all the masters, Major Newbery seemed to be the one who kept his finger 
on the pulse of life outside school.  Football was his first love. If you didn’t show much interest in it I 
think he considered you a bit odd. The Newbery household was also into pop music. Their living room 
was graced with a large radiogram on which they would play the latest hits. A particular favourite when 
I was boarding there was Guy Mitchell’s Singing the Blues.  

Another link with the outside world was the one copy of the Daily Mail (or was it the Telegraph?) 
shared by the older boys. It provided handy material for Matthews’ weekly current affairs lesson when 
he would ask each boy in turn to come up with a news story from the previous week. He subscribed to 
a newsletter penned by a retired naval commander with a typically patrician view of the world. 
Sometimes he would quote this man’s opinions at us but I think most of it went over our heads. 

Matthews would not put up with trivial topics in his Current Affairs lessons. For instance if a boy came 
up with the news that Santa Claus had flown in helicopter for the first time, Matthews would lead the 
                                                 
63 One member of the club was David Potter – see David’s anecdotes below. 



Page No 43  

 
hoots of derision. Anything he found dull or repetitive  -- such as ‘Fords are on strike again’ – he’d 
dismiss with a comment like ‘That’s not very clever’.  

Lawn games:  At the end of my first summer term (1953) we were paraded on the lawn one cloudy 
afternoon to watch the final of the school tennis tournament. The contestants were Rigg and Matts.  
Rigg was the better player but I think most people were rooting for Matts who put up a good fight. I 
can still sense the emotionally charged atmosphere. I can also recall the dejected look on poor old 
Matts’ face as he came away the loser.  

The same lawn was the scene of Major Newbery’s annual game of croquet with Gerry Matthews.  I 
think this usually took place during a summer evening when boarders were indoors, and I have no idea 
who was the more gifted player. I suspect it may have been Gerry.  

One of my contemporaries – it may have been Neil Parsons -- invented an odd sort of bat and ball game 
played in a squatting position.  When we tried it out on the lawn in break time it attracted Newbery’s 
attention and he christened it “Bedouin cricket”. 

Exmoor trip : I have a dim recollection of a school outing to Dunkery Beacon on Exmoor. It must have 
been in the summer of 1953 or 54 because we rode in the old-style Herring coaches with a separate 
driver’s cab over the engine (as on a Routemaster bus).  Later on in the ‘50s Herrings acquired more 
modern vehicles. I remember it was a fine day; we had a picnic and may have played rounders.  I 
wonder if anyone else remembers this outing. Was it ever repeated? 

Matron :  I don’t recall a Miss Hayward but do remember the raven-haired Miss Ravenscroft. I think 
her rather stern demeanour hid a kindly nature. But anyone who dared make light of her nursing 
qualifications or experience – her ‘seven years of slavery’ – was in for a stinging rebuke. 

P.J. Arlidge:  One old boy who did come back to teach was P.J. Arlidge. I remember him as rather 
intense and intellectual by nature but he soon proved to be a popular and interesting character.  His 
notoriously fiery temper seemed to add to, rather than detract from, his appeal as a teacher. He had 
recently spent a term at a Paris lycée on a school exchange, and his enthusiasm for all things French 
was infectious.  He was also an inspiring English teacher.  I remember he got us to act some scenes 
from Macbeth and taught even the most wooden actors to put some passion into their lines. 

Old Hill Brovians :  The only OHB reunion I ever attended was in London in 1963.  From what I 
remember, it was a fairly dull occasion. After lunch Matthews sat down in an armchair with a stack of 
papers on his lap – possibly the drafts of a Hill Brow Chronicle that never saw the light -- and read out 
news of various Old Hill Brovians, most of whom I didn’t know. If there is ever to be another OHB 
reunion I hope it will be a jollier event. 

 

David Potter [c1954 – 1957] offered the following 
recollections: 

Your recollection of punishment is a bit rose spectacled, I 
certainly had “six of the best” with a slipper on one or two 
occasions. Although Matthie had a cane in his room I don’t 
think he ever used it. 

I do recall that Blaber had a distinctive method of teaching 
boxing which was simply “’it ‘im” and “’it ‘im ‘arder”. My 
recollection is that I was generally on the receiving end of this advice.  My partner was (Michael) 
Herring, who took after his father in being “large”. 

I did score a century (against Braidlea and Avondale) on the cricket pitch. On family holidays to the 
West Country we always have to stop on the hard shoulder to see the remains of the famous pitch. 

I recall our television viewing as Sergeant Bilko. 
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I missed one end of term film because Mathie had me and my fellow miscreant (I think it was Arlidge) 
into his study for a dressing down for smoking behind the pavilion and nicking fag ends from the 
masters’ common-room, during the course of which he smoked half a dozen cigarettes.  I think this 
always coloured my view of authority figures. 

 

Richard Synge [1954 to 1959] recalled his years at Hill 
Brow as follows: 

“Arriving at Hill Brow straight from a long sea journey from 
Sudan in April/May 1954, I felt rather an outsider for the 
first few days, not least because my mother had provided me 
with a blue blazer rather than the regulation grey flannel 
jacket and I had a fear of standing out or attracting derision 
for not conforming to the rules. However, I was pleased to 
find my friend Christopher Newman was there (we had been together at Miss Cresswell’s school in 
Burnham-on-Sea the previous summer) and, once suitably attired in regulation grey plus red-and-green 
tie and cap, soon settled into Mrs Solomon’s class in the conservatory schoolroom, where I best 
remember the handwriting exercises with scratchy pens and very messy inkpots. Being a day-boy until 
summer 1956, I was sometimes delivered and collected by car but also learnt to cycle the three miles 
from and to our house at the other extremity of Brent Knoll, having to negotiate the busy A38 crossing 
at the Fox and Goose pub. I got to know every building, wall, garden and tree along the route through 
the village and a few times fell off my bike along the way, mainly as a result of day-dreaming and 
carelessly running into the kerb. I often found the fierce westerly winds of the Somerset flats almost too 
much for cycling home the last stretch across the way to our house on the very exposed Wick Lane. 
Having spent every winter of my life in Africa until that point, I was not at all prepared for the freezing 
weather of that first winter and developed not only such bad tonsillitis that my tonsils and adenoids had 
to be extracted at Burnham hospital, but also a flourishing crop of chilblains on my ears, toes and 
fingers.  

“I vividly recall the huge disruption at Hill Brow when fierce gales blew down several of the huge 
beech trees (perhaps some were oaks) along the school avenue, making access impossible other than on 
foot, and having to clamber over fallen trees that seemed to me to have a diameter of at least six feet. I 
know this was during November, but whether it was 1954 or 1955 I am not sure. 

“Sports were a great fun, with football, cricket and athletics all well handled and managed. The 
educational side of Hill Brow was not at all bad, even if the choice of subjects was entirely traditional. 
In retrospect, the main teachers were a kindly lot, especially Jimmy Sergeant, Major Newbery and Mr 
Mayo, though each of them could be quite fierce at times. If punishment was decreed, Mr Matthews 
(‘Matthie’) was normally the one to deliver it, and I considered myself lucky never to have experienced 
this as I considered him to be an altogether intimidating personality (on one occasion he carried his 
shotgun while delivering an ultimatum to Sid and May in the kitchens and it was assumed by the 
boarders who got to hear of the incident that he was quite ready to use it). 

“Jimmy Sergeant was a wonderfully committed member of staff, and a dedicated and inspired teacher, 
teaching (as far as I remember) Maths and Latin. He gave his time generously, on the sports field and 
out of hours over the weekends for the benefit of the boarders. Major Newbery, as far as I remember, 
taught English and History, and played little part in sports activities. He smoked at least 60 untipped 
Players cigarettes a day (including in class), coughing copiously between smokes, which otherwise 
seemed to keep him relaxed and amiable, if sometimes rather brusque; I have never met anyone with 
fingers as nicotine-stained as his were; I always assumed he had had abominable experiences during the 
war though I don’t think I ever knew any of the details. Mr Mayo taught subjects like Geography and 
Religion (I think) and he was kindly and approachable in his way, though famously short-tempered. His 
habit of wearing bright yellow or red socks seemed to hint at a somewhat colourful life-style outside 
school hours. 
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“Christopher Brown was one of the younger teachers for a while and his immaculately kept Austin 
Seven impressed me greatly. Another young teacher, for a short while only, was Mr Watson, who had a 
very quick temper and specialised in rather over-familiar bullying of certain boys; he left hurriedly and 
without explanation. 

“Major and Mrs Newbery lived in the house opposite the school, Chelsea Farm, which also provided 
rather cramped dormitory accommodation for around 16 boys, squeezed into two bedrooms and sharing 
one bathroom. The Newberys had older children and also a younger boy was about four or five years 
old at the time I was boarding at their house; his frequent demands from his parents to give him 
Smarties when he was supposed to be asleep in bed was a constant source of comment and amusement 
to the boarders. The farm grew vegetables for the Newberys and, presumably, for the school kitchens. 

“Boarders had to endure the altogether uncomfortable ritual of trekking to church for Sunday morning 
service, in stiff Eton collars, but Sunday afternoons were usually relaxed, albeit with long walks around 
the neighbouring fields and lanes. The weekly trips to the Weston swimming baths were a welcome 
break in the monotony as there were few other moments outside the gates. 

“My memories of my time in Hill Brow are altogether positive. Partly because of its small size, there 
was apparently time for everything with a minimum of fuss and disorder. People with aptitudes and 
skills were encouraged to pursue them. There was general harmony and little bullying. My only regret 
was that I had to move so quickly on to a much harder and tougher place, instantly losing touch with 
almost everyone I had known so well.” 

 

Gordon Strong64 [1955 – 1959] offers some unique insights 
as follows:   

“I arrived in the Michaelmas Term of 1955 fresh from Lynton 
Lodge (Cressey’s) in Burnham-on Sea, to discover that a few 
of my chums had gravitated to Brent Knoll with me. I 
remember I had a different cap to everybody else; mine was 
half-green half-red, like a Fool’s Motley.  Nearly everyone 
else had a classy number, striped and contoured in a darker 
tone upwards from the peak.  My fate was sealed, I would never fit in.  Even Richard House, who lived 
in the next village and arrived in the same car that day, was fitted out with a proper cap. 

“My first memory?  A History lesson in Form IV - the conservatory, where a ping-pong table was 
erected on Saturday afternoons - the venue for the chain-smoking Major Newbery to make his debut.  
He grasped in both hands the contents of a box of chalks of every hue and conjured a maelstrom of 
colours upon the blackboard.  At the conclusion of this Herculean task he announced that it was in this 
way that the universe had been created.  Matthews the headmaster would probably not have approved.  
Recent revelations indicate that he belonged to a bizarre fundamentalist Christian movement, of which 
he was the sole member.  Thus only he was privy to its arcane tenets.  

“I was inspired by Rory Newbery, and from him I gained my love of English History.  Whenever he 
described a medieval battlefield I was there, blood-soaked sword in my grasp, grappling with the 
invader, the foreign rascal who had the temerity to step upon hallowed English soil. I was top in 
History in the first exam of the Michaelmas term, dizzy heights which I never scaled again in my 
academic career.   

“The ogre ‘Matthie’ Matthews was the horrid headmaster - ‘Grimes’ of the Molesworth books come to 
life.  His sinister shadow would haunt my time at Hill Brow.  The man was a sham - an upstart posing 
as a gentleman.  In his vulgar beige suit he thought himself the Lord of the Manor.  He drove a Daimler 
and resembled Mr. Toad, only never so loveable.   

                                                 
64 Gordon hosts his own website at http://www.gordonstrong.co.uk  
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“He knew I had rumbled him for a false prophet and, unfortunately for me, he had no mercy upon 
heretics. This unreformed sadist took delight in causing pain to those who were sensitive, worse still 
those who had a sense of humour.  I possessed both qualities.  It is said one should choose one’s 
enemies as carefully as one’s friends.  Encountering Matthie was my first brush with the latent evil in 
the soul of mindless authority.  Goering, Mao Tse Tung, Senator McCarthy – Matthews would not have 
not been out of place in the company of such tyrants. 

“R.J. Unstead - History, Hall and Knight’s - Algebra, Ridout – English Today,  Kennedy’s Latin 
Primer, the names forever engraved upon an impressionable young boy’s mind.  We used dip pens for 
writing until IIIA, when we could, in Major’s Newbery’s memorable phrase, ‘relax in the fountain 
pen’.  Until then, ‘Relief’ nibs and inkwells were our lot.  It was hinted darkly by someone in form I 
that a punishment for some heinous crime was to be made to drink ink from the huge bottle that was on 
the mantelpiece in Form I. We were also presented with geometry boxes at the beginning of the term in 
IIIA, brassy items with an admonition never to prod one’s neighbour with the pointy bit.   

“Meals were always formal, Major Newbery conducting the ritual inspection of hands and hair before 
entering the hallowed halls.  This was a world of engraved napkin rings, high table, cheese and biscuits 
and grace.  The dining room was of the style to be found in a hotel of ‘Stockbroker Tudor’.  Matthie 
held court there, fondly imagining it was The Ritz or Simpsons in the Strand. A piece of plain bread and 
butter had to be eaten before being permitted to consume one with jam, chocolate spread or fish paste.  
Some found the food inedible, even for the austere Fifties.  Unmentionable stews and macaroni cheese 
prompted howls of tears among some unfortunates.    

“The end of term treat was the screening of a film, usually classic Ealing efforts - The Titfield 
Thunderbolt, The Dam Busters or Passport to Pimlico.  At the Christmas dance a duo of clarinet and 
piano provided the music, the band being conducted by Major Newbery in merry mood. Mr. Sewell the 
conjurer appeared in mid-term, an alternative attraction being a man in tweeds who talked about otters. 

“War games were the order of the day with huge armies, staging endless battles on the floor of the IIIA 
form room.  There were boys with platoons of Centurion tanks, the number of these seeming to indicate 
the status of the owner.  Major Newbery looked upon all this blood and thunder with a kindly eye, until 
it became too raucous. ‘The rattle of machine guns must temporarily cease.’ was his oft-used 
admonition.  

“Besides the ink punishment, another strange myth surrounded the ‘Lord’s Sword’, which I initially 
took to be some symbol of muscular Christianity.  This was a memento to a boy who had died in the 
school.  Some party trick that he regularly performed had one day gone tragically awry65.  He also 
apparently had a habit of climbing on the roof of the school in his pyjamas.   

“There seemed to be periods of great excitement in the school year.  When the temperature rose in the 
summer, cricket nets were set up on the lawns.  The grounds were spacious, a Summerhouse on wheels 
that could be turned to face the sun an impressive feature.  The tennis final was held on a court in this 
grassy Elysium.  

“A cry of ‘we want jackets and ties off’ echoed in the corridors.  It continued until an edict allowing 
this sartorial radicalism was announced. The exams were also held at that season.  Question papers in 
purple ink that had a peculiar smell were handed out.  Sports day with its promise of a splendid tea, 
made up for the tedium of the competitive proceedings. The ritual of prize-giving that followed gave 
Matthie an opportunity to be even more odious than usual.  
                                                 
65 According to the 1954 Hill Brow Chronicle, Jeremy Lord died of poliomyelitis in 1949 while attending the school.  However, as 
Gordon describes, there were stories that he had died as a result of a prank. Peter Isaac’s version of the story was that he was in the habit 
of swallowing drawing pins.  In his own words: “At some stage in the school’s history there had been a boy called Jeremy Lord whose 
party piece was to wrap a flat-head drawing pin in paper and swallow it. One presumes all was safe providing that the wrapped pin 
traversed the poor boy’s throat to be dissolved in the hydrochloric acid of the stomach. On one occasion and fatally the pin unwrapped in 
Lord’s throat, and he choked to death.”  Presumably such stories derived from the vivid imaginations of bored schoolboys.  The Lord’s 
Sword was donated to the school by Jeremy’s father, of which a small facsimile was presented once per year to the boy “who, in the 
opinion of the Staff, has tried hardest at both work and games throughout the year”. 
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“And what of the masters?  Mainly ex-servicemen with little or no qualifications, and temporary 
masters - a breed that had been ragged since the time of Billy Bunter.  The standard of education was 
higher than that of a state school.  Latin and French were taught, and something called ‘Composition’ 
gave an excellent grounding in writing English.  History was excellent and General Knowledge was 
approached in a genuine spirit of enquiry.  We learned to sing, (mostly old chestnuts like ‘Hearts of 
Oak’ and ‘The British Grenadiers’) and boxing, shooting and the piano were all offered as extra-
curricular activities.     

“The school photographs demonstrate graphically what a blighted regime it all was.  Are they the 
serried ranks of the Hitler Youth, or junior cabinet ministers, merchant bankers, captains of industry?  
These poor unfortunates are middle-aged before they have reached adolescence. No wonder they 
unquestioningly accepted the obscure hallmarks of discipline.  Late dots, copy book writing, bells and 
gongs.  Such nonsense was a good preparation for the rigours of public school, and in maturity the 
strange customs that would accompany port drinking in the mess.  

“And who was the typical Hill Brow type? Farmers’ sons, the progeny of what would be called ‘gent.’ 
in Victorian times, business men, the professional classes, and oddities like myself.  All went on to 
Public Schools, mostly in Devon and Dorset, a choice determined by the majority being from West 
Country families. The hierarchy of the Headboy, his deputy, and the prefectorial system at Hill Brow 
was adequate preparation for public school. There, these privileged prats cut an even more ludicrous 
figure, bursting with as they did with arrogance and pomposity. 

“Perhaps my imagination flowered under such Colditz-like conditions.  Was I mentally noting the 
deprivations and injustice for future works of fiction set in the Dark Ages?  It seems likely. 

“Some might regard the days at boarding school as a golden age, I am not of their company, dismissing 
the ‘best years of my life’ brigade with the contempt they deserve.  Those who preserve a warm 
nostalgia for the post-war years I also regard with suspicion.  They are ‘The Oldie’ readers, those who 
still insist on having soup at dinner, in a perverse aping of their father’s generation. 

 

Peter Isaac [1955 – 1960] has provided the following commentary 
titled “Post-script to the End of an Era”: 

My sharpest recollections of “Hill Brow Preparatory School for 
Boys” as it was formally known, were from my first day and my 
last.  On my first day I was allowed to use the main staircase, the 
one in the entrance hall, and told that it would be the last time that I 
would ever use it. This proved to be correct.  On my last day I was 
driven to the station in his baby Austin by James Sergeant. He 
paused just before the Fox and Goose crossing. “Go on – have just one last look,” he suggested. I did. 

In the five intervening years from the age of eight to thirteen, I was to all intents and purposes living in 
an autocracy run by the headmaster Francis John Hamilton Matthews often known as ‘FJHM’: the 
initials he had emblazoned on numerous bits of personal paraphernalia. 

There were in effect two FJHMs. There was the good one and the bad one. He did not have the 
common touch or much charisma. He made up for this with an imposing, some might say, terrifying 
presence reinforced by his sheer size and bulk. He appears now to have spent his entire working life at 
the school and there is strong evidence that he may even have spent much of his early life there too as a 
pupil. 

He was not a worldly man.  His ability to take French classes probably owed more to the classroom 
than to actually having lived in the country. 

He was however a practical man and was remarkably dexterous as a green fingered gardener and as a 
cabinet-maker grade carpentry instructor. On one occasion, and only one occasion I found myself in the 
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walled garden between the rotating summer house on the lawn and Harp Road. Everything was in neat 
rows either in the earth or on the shed walls. It was like a storybook garden. 

Otherwise he had three other great interests. One of them was politics; another was newspapers; the 
third was religion. His paper was the Daily Telegraph. I recall him announcing in 1960 that the 
Telegraph would soon be launching a Sunday version.  I recall this because last year was the 50th 
anniversary of the Sunday Telegraph. He was right, demonstrably proud of being on the inside of this 
secret. 

Matthews was possessed of a “Kings Speech” grade stammer; in fact, probably worse. He would reach 
a word and convulse for as long as 10 seconds. He could not get it out. This was difficult not just for 
Matthews, but everyone else in his vicinity. On one occasion I grinned at someone as Matthews 
juddered and choked over something. Correctly surmising that I was laughing at him, Matthews sent 
me to bed. This was the routine mid-grade punishment. 

His colleague and fellow Edwardian Major George Rory O’Brien Newbery on one occasion and only 
one occasion and apropos of nothing in particular, observed how John Matthews, were it not for this 
speech impediment, would have had a career in politics. This was the only occasion that I can ever 
recall the affliction ever being mentioned. 

Contrary to the recollections of some, in my experience he could be extremely amusing and 
uproariously funny. He loved to draw attention to our gaucheries by imitating elements of clumsiness. 
This was not unkind, in my view.  His face would contort in mimicry and he would re-enact a piece of 
doltish behaviour. He had a theatrical streak. On one occasion I recall him pressing home the 
importance of not wasting time in our lives, not even a minute of it. “You cannot grab it back” he said 
screwing up his face and pawing the air as if to claw back time.  

Matthews was not given to epigrams, but he did use one: "Many a mickle makes a muckle" 

It is true though that none of Matthews’ humour or parody theatre ever attached to himself. He loved to 
orate and it is now that we come to the greatest of these passions which was religion. He possessed a 
religious intensity that could not be met for example by the Church of England.  Neither he nor his 
wife, Gerry, was ever seen at the Brent Knoll village church.  Meanwhile and perhaps for the sake of 
standardisation, the school term pretty much revolved around standard Anglican procedures. In the 
course of a single week day there would be two sets of prayers one in the morning and one in the 
evening and these would be bolstered by several hymns, a number of psalms, and at least one collect 
and several bible readings. 

In addition Matthews took scripture studies which were very much part of the Common Entrance 
syllabus. He clearly enjoyed this more than anything. He was particularly keen on the early Christian 
martyrs. He would stamp his foot on the ground as if into a puddle of water. “This is what happened,” 
he would exclaim jubilantly “they stamped into the pool, and the water spread, everywhere.” 

On Sunday his predilection for the speaker’s rostrum was at its most rampant. After a fairly long 
crocodile walk to the Brent Knoll church for a one hour service and a walk back and then after lunch 
Matthews who had not been seen at any of this would be in full oratorical flight.  His heels would be up 
on the fender in front of the marble mantelpiece (still to be seen in CJN’s photographs) which framed a 
remarkably effective small coal burning stove which heated much of the school. Above the mantelpiece 
hung the photo of the previous headmaster Robert Gidley Thornton in his Eastbourne mayor’s robes.  

In a chalk pin stripe and with a cigarette burned onto his upper lip and which wagged away as he 
talked, Matthews would let fly, planking on and on about religious and moral issues and the need for 
his audience to aspire to the highest of them. Afterwards, Matthews would once more disappear and 
there would be another long walk, this time of route march proportions.  

These perorations incidentally should not be confused with the weekday ones which also centred on 
moral vacuums, these times of a more practical kind, especially the cleanliness of underwear and the 
condition of the ground floor ablution block.  Curiously the other loos on the top floor were never 
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mentioned, and perhaps for this reason and in some perverse way were never vulnerable to the Sewage 
Canals which were such a feature of the downstairs ones. 

He did not need much of a prompting in order to address the school. In one instance a new boy named 
Derry who had seemingly spent much time somewhere in the more remote colonies was due to arrive 
the next day. Matthews had a field day. Instead of merely announcing that there would be arriving on 
the next day a new boy who was relatively unfamiliar with UK ways, Matthews went on and on in full 
bathos as if the hapless Derry was to make his first encounter with civilization in general and white 
folks in particular.  

Another incident was more disquieting.  During a weekday disquisition Matthews in full voice was 
forcefully getting across his point that only the deity, his deity, was able to create a living thing. As was 
his way, he made this point several times and from several different rhetorical angles.  Gordon Strong 
who could not have been more than nine years old now chimed in with the comment that this statement 
contravened something he had read just recently which was that a group of scientists had in fact created 
a cow which gave forth milk. 

Matthews looked as if he had been slapped in the face. His face contorted as he tried to force out the 
words. He was berserk with rage. He denounced Gordon rather in the manner of the head of an 
inquisition posse denouncing a particularly outspoken heretic. 

Neither did it end there. For as long as Gordon was still at the school, Matthews’ behaviour around him 
was decidedly strange and hostile. 

This episode I believe indicates that Matthews had inherited or converted to a particularly virulent 
strain of non conformity. Probably Presbyterianism in which there is a personal covenant between the 
believer and their deity.  Gordon had come between the two, and Matthews was not going to let him 
forget it.  It was a personal affront; a blasphemy; nothing to do with a young enquiring mind. 

Matthews’ massive and forbidding presence ensured conformity to his wishes and thus discipline.  The 
stick was used sparingly. Even though I was among the more difficult boys I was only caned on one 
occasion and no more than for four strokes and justifiably so for crudely following tradition and 
carving my name on the top of one of the desks. 

The usual punishment administered for tardiness especially via late dots was some kind of copy book 
handwriting training especially some lines that began Attar of roses….Also memory learning of various 
kinds.  The Law of the Jungle was a favourite, as were the poems of Elizabeth Ann Procter. Certain 
Hymns were a standby especially the one that begins All People That on Earth Do Dwell. And of 
course the Ten Commandments. 

If Matthews did not actually covet anyone else’s wife, he was not noticeably uxorious to his own. They 
were married in 1950 and by the time I arrived five years later things had clearly cooled if indeed they 
had been warm in the first place. In the company of Gerry’s nephew Ewan Davidson who arrived the 
same term as I had, I once witnessed Matthews utterly ignoring his wife who had gently but visibly 
sought his attention. “Did you see how Mr Matthews treated Mrs Matthews?” Ewan exclaimed, 
dismayed at the treatment meted out to his aunt by his uncle.  

Even so, nobody ever heard raised voices. In fact they might not have seen much of each other during 
term time.  Matthews never went to bed before 0200. At this time he would visit every dormitory, 
adjusting the window for air. He was very conscious of fire and fire drills by a Davy Escape from the 
upstairs washroom were a regular event. 

Mrs Matthews was sweet natured and had once nurtured ambitions to be a ballet dancer. It was she who 
must have insisted that the boys visit the Matthews flat abutting the first and top floor. It was simply 
and tastefully furnished and boys would be given sweets while for one hour, never more, watching This 
is Your Life or The Railway Children. 
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Once I was doing some orderly work in the storeroom adjacent to 3B classroom. I was stacking some 
biscuits branded with the name of a popular dance. She entered the pantry, observed the brand, and 
with a sweet smile she went into a reverie and did a jig to an imaginary tune.  

Matthews himself could be interesting and discursive on a subject provided he was approached in an 
informed way and that it was a subject he was interested in, notably current affairs, and especially if it 
was about politics. As a rule he did not speak down to the boys. He only became irritated if someone 
asked him a question and a boy, uninvited, replied. 

He seemed most at ease in the dining room. With its starched white tablecloths and silver service this 
was more of an officer’s mess than the usual school canteen. There were four long tables, and a short 
one. Matthews commanded the top table. The food was well cooked and there was plenty of it. You 
could always go up to the servery for more. It is true that there was a preponderance of what appeared 
to be boiled mutton, but we have to remember that food rationing had only been taken off in 1953.  
There were plenty of vegetables from the school’s own garden and by today’s standards would have 
been considered ‘organic’. Piling up my plate for ‘seconds’ on one occasion, a familiar pin striped 
figure loomed up and queued behind me.  “Great minds think alike”, murmured Matthews. 

He had a curious habit of carrying his pens which were maroon retractables. Instead of carrying them in 
an inside breast pocket, he carried them in his outside jacket pocket. If you look carefully at CJN’s 
photograph you can see the outline of them there.  

If Matthews presented a repressed demeanour Major Rory Newbery presented the aspect of barely 
restrained exuberance.  A few years older than Matthews, he was almost born with the century and thus 
narrowly avoided being labelled a Victorian. Like Matthews, he was a dedicated smoker. Unlike 
Matthews who nobody ever saw taking a drink, Newbery was a keen all-round bon vivant. 

Matthews never formally accorded Newbery the title of deputy and in spite of or because of the duo 
spending their entire working lives together, save for Newbery’s active service during World War 2, 
they did not seem particularly friendly and they were never seen to socialize as individuals or as 
families. 

Unlike Matthews who was secretive about himself, Newbery was quite candid. He once talked of a 
long ago girlfriend, something of a verboten topic in the context of the school. On another occasion he 
confessed to the 3A class that his son Mark who had just enrolled at the school was being difficult 
because he had been informed that he could not go to Lancing and thus follow in his father’s footsteps 
because the family simply did not have the money to send him there.  

Newbery taught junior school and his demonstrably favourite subject was history and his favourite era 
was the Roman occupation. He would deploy play-acting to evoke the era and designate boys with 
Roman names.  Thus a lad named Isgar became Isgarius and so on. 

When the era involved the religious turmoils of Elizabethan times and beyond he would reveal that like 
his boss, Matthews, his religious inclination was toward a low church. “You must always describe 
catholics as Roman Catholics,” he said on one occasion. “They hate it.”  On another. “All Roman 
Catholics want one thing: to see everyone else becoming a Roman Catholic.” 

Newbery administered the school sports. These were the copious counterpoint of the copious religious 
programme and were similarly pursued with equal assiduity. A natural administrator, Newbery would 
spend hours at a green and red board allocating the player positions for soccer games. At his duty desk 
on Friday’s he would similarly concentrate on the permutations and combinations attendant upon 
Vernon’s football pools.  

Bug was no mean war buff:  "I'd like to get my hands on Hitler. But I can't. He's dead," he declared on 
one occasion, apropos of nothing in particular.   

A curious element about Newbery was that in spite of his constant smoking and encrustation with 
nicotine stains he remained remarkably agile even as he approached his 60s, being able to bounce about 
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during one of his PT sessions, as PE, was then described, with more energy and durability than most of 
his charges. 

The hierarchy of the school’s masters was somewhat loose given Matthews’ horror of delegating any 
administration beyond the sports sphere. In this unstructured form the master ranking contrasted with 
the pupil hierarchy which was fixed on scholastic achievement. 

The third man in the informal leading troika was James Sergeant who bore a striking resemblance to 
the actor James Mason. He was far the most able teacher and taught the senior boys in Maths and Latin.  
He was a minimalist and got around the place for many years on a 98cc Villiers Excelsior moped 
before graduating to the baby Austin. He seemed to live in the old stables on the way to the sports field. 
In winter, he always wore a beige duffle coat. He found it hard to be around imprecision and especially 
if this asymmetry took the form of slovenly dressing.  He once told me that every night he folded his 
trousers and placed them under his mattress in order to press them.  

On another occasion surveying my disorderly corner of C-dorm he told me that during the war in Italy 
he had lived for months in a tent smaller than my bed, and yet had been able to keep it immaculate. 
This was the only time he referred to his war service to me or anyone else. 

Bill Mayo was the fourth teacher. He was proud of his Irish inheritance. I once asked him if he 
favoured any political party. Fianna Fail, he shot back, without a pause. He was somewhat short 
tempered and this was exacerbated by his lack of ability as a teacher. In the junior form he once 
accused me of “leading him up the garden path.” He went on and on though I was unable then or now 
to fathom out in what direction this particular garden path was leading 

Mayo was that familiar figure: the “one-page-ahead-of-the-class” teacher. He took geography, and a 
great deal of time was devoted to studying Somerset itself. 

At one of the annual sports days one of his pupils was overheard telling his parents that there was much 
focus on Somerset because this was the only place Mayo knew.  This got back to Mayo who in turn 
took it up with the pupil. It wasn’t me. 

There was uncertainty about Mayo’s background. But on several occasions he alluded to having been 
in Libya on civil engineering projects. He described one such project in which construction of a road 
begun from both ends. Near to the point of convergence, it was discovered that there was in fact a 
considerable divergence.  Mayo described how he was the one to promulgate the solution – an S-bend!  

His two favourite chores of the year certainly had a structural element. They were to erect the tent 
marquee which preceded the cricket pavilion. He always called it the Marquis and relished organizing 
the boys to erect it.  Similarly with the sports day obstacle course which he would re-design each year. 

The permanent quartet was concluded with Mrs Solomon who was in charge of the fourth form. A 
strikingly handsome woman she was always perfectly turned out and favoured floral patterned dresses. 

She lived in the dower house at the main entrance gate of the school. She was one of only two women 
who gave the appearance of being quite at home in an atmosphere characterized by a continuous high 
radiation of misogyny. The other was Mrs Cocks the mother of Ian Cocks who rose to become head 
boy. Mrs Cocks, who lived nearby, would happily lean against the door post of the classroom/ main 
hallway connecting door, shoulder strap handbag hanging at her side and chat away for minutes at a 
time with the dourest of the Matthews realm including Matthews himself.  

A peculiarity of the school was that although it resonated the fusty dusty aura common to such schools, 
it had no face-value past.  It had sent pupils to at least three major wars: World War 1, World War 2, 
and Korea, and perhaps even the Boer War. Yet there were no in-memoriam plaques and no visible 
record of its warrior pupils dead or survived. 

On one occasion, a scheduled guest speaker on one subject or another, fell ill and could not turn up. 
Matthews in my day never seen with a camera of any description now filled the gap with a series of 
super 8 films he had taken of the school during its Eastbourne era prior to World War 2.  Someone 
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asked him if he remembered the boys? “Quite a few of them were killed during the war of course,” 
replied Matthews and left the matter there.  

I once asked Newbery, who we all privately referred to as Bug, and who was no mean war buff himself 
how exactly the Denis Mayne of the eponymous glass-faced library cabinet had been killed in the war 
and had thus qualified for the memorial, the only one at the school.  Newbery merely replied that 
Mayne had been involved with tanks, and left it there. 

Similarly all the annual school photos that lined the main classrooms stopped abruptly toward the end 
of the Eastbourne era. There was no identifying caption to any of these. Matthews while taking a class, 
would from time to time approach one of these by-now sepia photographs. Wordlessly he would cup 
the blade of his hand and wipe away the dust in a circular motion. 

No library books had been acquired after 1930. There they all were: the bound volumes of Punch up to 
the end of the First World War and row upon row of Henty, Sapper, Taffrail, Buchan, Kipling, Rider 
Haggard, Baroness Orczy, W.E. Johns and Percy F. Westerman.  The only recent magazine to read 
there was the The Soldier provided by Major Bell of the Ghurkhas who lived in Brent Knoll and whose 
son went to the school.  The only new publications other than The Soldier was a series of National Coal 
Board promotional booklets which were contained in the top locker of Mrs. Solomon’s conservatory 
form - all about the wonderful lives of pit ponies, and how safe and congenial the NCB mines were, as 
if anyone of us were going to go underground! 

It was as if at sometime during the 1930s the clock had struck midnight and the hands of Hill Brow had 
frozen there. In its Brent Knoll incarnation this took on the aspect of a kind of Brigadoon of the 
Somerset fens. During term time only Mrs Cocks seemed to visit it. There were no tradesmen or 
delivery types because Matthews did all his own shopping, a characteristic view of him from the 
classrooms being of him hefting boxes of biscuits out of the big red maroon Daimler. 

Matthews clearly relished the annual Sports Day because it was his version of the political soapbox, the 
autocrat’s reviewing stand, or the corporate chairman’s annual general meeting. He was a natural 
politician in that he found one-on-one encounters with adults rather awkward. But he was at home in 
front of a crowd. 

On one such occasion, circa 1959, he had obviously been urged by someone, perhaps Mrs Matthews, to 
make mention of former pupils and their achievements in the outside world. Matthews, an 
accomplished public speaker providing that he did not become convulsed by his stutter, eased smoothly 
into the topic. There was an aura of expectation.  Was he going to pull out of the school hat a great 
warrior? A famous surgeon? Big name lawyer? A hitherto unrevealed captain of industry, perhaps?  In 
the event Matthews invited to step forward a clever friendly and freckled boy called Christopher 
Stonehouse who had left the school four years before, soon after I arrived, and would thus have been 
aged about 17.  Matthews swelled with pride as he recounted Stonehouse’s success in junior match-
race sailboat competitions conducted in the Solent. This was the first and last time I can recall any old 
boy success ever being recounted by anyone at the school. 

A rare example of visitors came after Matthews’ second big construction push after he had his own flat 
built in 1950.  This was the opening out of the space underneath it into one big space separated by two 
gigantic sets of concertina doors and involving the demolition of Mrs Solomon’s Fourth form 
conservatory classroom. 

In 1958, just after this event two elderly women66 were found picking their way through the assembly 
area, cavernous by any standard.  It was explained that the two had “once lived here.” In true Hill Brow 
style no other explanation was offered.  In fact they were the two surviving sister-owners of Somerset 
Court and it is fanciful to imagine that one of them is the lass with arms akimbo in the turn of the last 
century postcard discovered by Chris Butt and displayed in the main text.  

                                                 
66 The two elderly ladies must have been the then owners of the property: Sybil Olive Northcote and Gwendoline Eleanor Carter (née 

Northcote). 
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It was vintage Matthews. Giving out as little information as possible at any given time to any given 
inquiry. In fact we realize now that he was involved in one of the most dangerous processes in a 
perilous business, property development. He was improving someone else’s property in lieu of paying 
rent.   

James Sergeant who it turned out was mortally ill at the time, the brainiest person involved with Hill 
Brow, was thoughtful when he stopped his Baby Austin and invited me to peer back down Harp Road 
for one last look at the school.  It was the last look I ever got of it, as a school. Five years later I went to 
live overseas more or less permanently. Perhaps because of this, and in a Brideshead Revisited 
magnetic grip, I have subsequently visited it twice. Once circa 1970 when I drove up and encountered a 
middle-aged couple sitting disconsolately on a park-style bench outside what had once been Matthews’ 
study.  They were trying to convert it into a kind of poor man’s Slimbridge and the evidence was that 
they were having little success. 

Again in 2003 when I rather rudely drove in through the unexpected electronic beam–triggered sliding 
gates at the old dower house and encountered its latest and most successful apotheosis as the 
headquarters of the autistic care movement. Anxious about getting out again, having barged in 
uninvited and unaccredited, I did a quick circuit of the old driveways, broke the beam, and mercifully 
the gates drew back to let me out.  

************** 

Some might say, well, really, why doesn’t he get a life of his own……move on….what’s past-is-
past…the moving hand having writ…….that kind of thing.  

Six years after James Sergeant suggested a last glimpse, it was gone. Due to the certitude of Matthews 
and the energy of his unacknowledged lieutenant Newbery this working scale model of the colonial era 
boys' preparatory school had, amazingly, continued to operate deep into the 60s and the very modern 
age.  In this tightly-defined era and one which can now be seen most clearly the further we are away 
from it, we all took part.  

 

Roger Potter [1955 - 1959] 

I never got any inclination that the Matthews' marriage might 
be in difficulties and neither, as far as I am aware, did my 
parents who became particularly close to Gerry. They did 
remark on more than one occasion that she was very sad to 
have had no children of her own. She would have been an 
excellent mother. She was hugely supportive of me in 
moments of homesickness. 

I remember being terrified of John Mayo’s fast bowling in the nets. He seemed to hurl down missiles 
from a great height and I was not the bravest of the brave! He and his wife came to live in the West 
Country and one of his relatives is buried in the churchyard of my late parents' village. I think Mrs 
Mayo (first name??) was a county hockey player. 

Rory Newberry used to give boarders at The Farm the choice of being slippered or learning the dates of 
the Kings and Queens of England backwards from Elizabeth 11. I for reasons mentioned in the 
preceding paragraph always chose the latter. He leant me a copy of Winston Churchill's History of the 
English Speaking People as reading matter before my scholarship attempt at Bryanston and I recall his 
disappointment that I never got round to reading it! 

I remember very well Mrs Solomon's attempts to teach a very unmusical crew the rudiments of singing. 
Occasionally she would get us to whistle a tune and somehow or other we discovered that she herself 
could not whistle but went through the motions. We put this observation to the test by agreeing to stop 
whistling ourselves at a predetermined signal. Our hunch proved right and there was a discomforted 
silence.  
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I recognise the thumbnail sketch of P.J. Arlidge. I also recall a mild scandal when he got very drunk 
one evening. I think that he had a room at the Lodge. 

One of my worst experiences at HB was taking the 11 plus. It hadn't been made clear to Mr Matthews 
that I should take it and as the day approached I was in agonies of apprehension as to what I was 
supposed to do if anything. In the event he drove me to a nearby school leaving me there to find the 
way to the examination room. I had no idea what to do and there appeared to be no-one about. In the 
upshot I had to walk unannounced through a large class of staring pupils and in a pretty tongue-tied 
state ask the teacher what I was supposed to do. Eventually I arrived in the right place and cannot have 
been unduly traumatised as I passed the exam! 

Recalling playing at the school desks, a great craze for some time was 'Owzats' which enabled one to 
play interminable games of fantasy cricket all duly recorded in scorebooks. 

I recall one school lecturer asking the audience if anyone had hear his talk on Stags on Dartmoor 
before. Almost everyone put their hand up. "Oh, well," he said. "I'll give my talk on coal mining." An 
impressive display of versatility but not, I fear, an inspiring talk. 

Dancing classes: I think that these took place on Sunday evenings and in those innocent days we all 
danced with each other. I remember as an ingenu being puzzled by the sex of the teacher. Having heard 
that the instructor was one Mr Rant it only gradually dawned on me that he and the clearly female Miss 
Durant were one and the same person. 

During my “leaver’s talk”, Matthews opened the conversation by saying: 'Your father's a teacher so I 
expect that he's talked to you about this sort of 
things.'  Since I hadn't a clue what Mr M was 
talking about I naturally said yes and left the study 
shortly afterwards absolutely none the wiser and 
clutching a well-chosen copy of Arthur Bryant's 
Charles II. 

Some of the hockey matches against the girls were 
played on the beach - at Burnham. 

Regarding the anecdote about the red headed 
Bristol footballer I thought his name was Ginger 
Rogers.  I could well be wrong. Indeed I have a 
contemporary sheet of Bristol City Football Club's 
paper signed by all members of the team including 
John Atyeo and Mike Thresher. (See right). 

Speech Day: I recall that the guest speaker was by 
tradition the Head Boy's mother.  Incidentally, 
there was also a Junior Challenge Cup for sports 
donated by my parents.  When the school closed it 
was returned to us and I have it here. 

I am pretty certain that the Matthews attended 
church services - perhaps along with other 
members of the staff.  I have recollections of them 
both driving to church past the boys' crocodile - 
and woe betide anyone who failed to lift their cap 
to Mrs Matthews. 

I think that a child called Gwynne II ran away 
from the Farm.  It was rumoured that he had been 
beaten by Mr. M on his all too rapid return. 
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John Graham [1956] 
 
My time at Hill Brow was relatively short as I was only at the 
school for the 1956 year before going to Southern Rhodesia with 
my parents and sister.  

I can only remember a couple of boys who were senior to me, 
Dick Tilley (I think from Kuwait) and a Bill Vorley. 

The Headmaster Mr. John Matthews was a family friend of my 
mothers who came from Eastbourne, so I guess that was why I went to the school. We lived in North 
Petherton at the time. 

One thing I do remember was I had to write lines and learning the hymn 'For those at sea' as 
punishment for some misdemeanour! 

I certainly recall walking to church and reflecting on it now, I realise for a 9 year old, 4 km was a long 
way. 

Swimming lessons at Weston-Super-Mare was always a good outing. 

The photo of the school desk immediately reminded me of learning to write, by dipping the nib in the 
inkwell. I have to say my writing is atrocious and I still use a fountain pen today which helps tidy it up. 

One of the last films shown before I left was coincidently about wild animals in Africa, so maybe there 
was a message in that? 

Trawling through my photograph album I found autographs of Rory Newbery and James Sergeant (see 
Memorabilia section). 

I lived in Rhodesia/Zimbabwe for 24 years before moving to New Zealand in October 1982 and 
haven’t looked back. 

 

Giles Yates [1966] 

I was delighted to find the ‘Brief History of Hill Brow Preparatory 
School for Boys’ by Chris Newman on the Internet. Very little 
had changed in the seven years that separated our experiences of 
the school.  

I attended Hill Brow for one year in 1966 as a boarder when I was 
11 years old. As it turned out this was the last year of the school’s 
existence before it closed. 

I travelled alone by train from my home in London and the Headmaster, Mr Matthews picked me up 
from the station with my large black trunk full of uniforms and bedding and my tuck box full of 
possessions. The myth about delicious treats, treasures and secrets contained in a boy’s tuck box was 
never true of mine. I don’t remember anything I valued from home in my tuck box. London to Brent 
Knoll was a very long way to me and there was practically no connection between my two worlds of 
home and school. 

My father, a Fleet Street journalist was dying of cancer at the time and the Press Club had generously 
decided to award me a scholarship to pay for a prep school. I only remember one talk with my father 
before I left for school which occurred when he awkwardly tried to teach me the difference between 
smutty jokes and sexual relationships.  

I could have done with a bit more advice and preparation because I was quite disoriented when I 
arrived. I was particularly disoriented about time. I remember the first weekend when no day boys 
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came to school and some of the boarders had weekend leave. I could not grasp the fact that I would not 
go home for another 13 weeks. 

The disorientation continued into the night and I remember one night I sleep-walked and peed where I 
thought there was a lavatory. In the morning there was a puddle of urine on the dormitory floor and the 
ferocity of Matron’s interrogations meant there was no way I was going to own up to it. 

I seemed to adjust easily to boarding school life. Sports were the main focus of interest for the boys and 
I loved football (soccer). I was picked to be goalkeeper and I loved my new responsibility. I only 
remember receiving praise for the goals I saved; I don’t remember any recriminations for the ones I 
missed. When we played against teams from other schools there were lavish afternoon teas after we had 
washed and changed. I remember feeling like returning heroes, sore but warm and clean, eating cream 
buns and drinking cordial. 

My mother allowed me to do woodwork as an extra. This was taught one evening a week by Mr 
Matthews in a small old farm building a short walk from the school building. The woodwork room was 
quite cramped with a low ceiling; the light was very soft like lantern light, and there was frequently a 
pungent smell from brown glue that Mr Mathews heated in a small saucepan. I was very proud of the 
cabinet I made in that room. It was the first of many do-it-yourself tasks I have enjoyed over the years. 

I was also allowed to take rifle shooting as an extra. Like many boys of that era I grew up reading war 
comics and watching war films and cowboy films; so being allowed to shoot a real gun was thrilling. It 
did not matter that the rifles were antique .177 air rifles. The indoor shooting range was a long 
windowless room adjacent to the woodwork room. The glint of gunmetal, the sound of the cocking 
action and the smell of gun oil were intoxicating to me. There were about six well-oiled rifles in the 
gun cupboard. We lay down in the dark on a bed of stuffed hessian and aimed at the brightly 
illuminated targets at the far end of the room. The iron frame that supported the paper targets had a hole 
behind each bulls-eye so that a perfect shot passed through the hole to strike a bell; I loved the sound of 
that bell. Major Newbery was the master in charge of rifle shooting and he made frequent references to 
“shooting the Hun”. I won the rifle shooting trophy in 1966 and I went on to captain a champion rifle 
shooting team in my senior school in 1973. 

Occasionally on a Sunday afternoon Mrs Matthews invited about four favoured boys to watch a 
television program on the floor of her sitting room in the Headmaster’s flat. I remember watching 
Lucille Ball and ‘Pinky and Perky’ but I didn’t enjoy either. This well intentioned attempt to offer a 
little homely comfort just made me feel homesick. The rules were different in that female space, but I 
was more comfortable with the male rules of the school.  

One night a few boys in my dorm carried out a daring raid on the boys of another dorm. We carried 
pillows up the corridor past Matron’s room and proceeded to attack boys in their beds with our pillows. 
Matron caught us in the corridor on our way back and we were made to stand against the wall in the 
corridor in our pyjamas like condemned prisoners for what felt like a long time. The next night Mr 
Matthews came to our dorm just before lights-out holding a long handled brush. Each of the raiders 
was required to bend over on the bed to receive 3 hits on the backside with the brush. That was the only 
corporal punishment I received in my whole schooling because I became very careful about getting 
caught after that. 

Transistor radios were a banned item at school. At home I copied something I had seen in a movie 
about allied prisoners of war. I took a large fat book from my father’s library and cut out a hole in the 
middle just big enough to hide my transistor radio. In bed during the long nights at school I would 
listen with an earpiece to radio plays on the BBC. It seems incredible to me now that no one took an 
interest in the large book that I carried up to bed each night. 

The cedar that grew on the south lawn outside the school windows was an object of special reverence 
that I could not understand. And the heron that made its nest in the cedar was apparently even more 
special. I guessed it must be a country thing that city boys could not understand. 
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I remember there was a silver tray in the posh entrance hall where our letters were placed to be stamped 
and posted. I remember feeling affronted that we had to leave the envelopes unsealed so our letters 
could be inspected. It seems incredible to me now that boys were not allowed to use a phone to speak to 
their families. It never occurred to anyone to even ask to call home, as if telephones had not been 
invented.  

I was a bad cricket player and Bill Mayo was a severe cricket coach who could be mean for no reason. 
Once I brought my own cricket ball to cricket practice and he took it from me and hit it over the deep 
ditch into the overgrown field on the other side saying that we were not allowed to bring our own 
cricket balls. Another time on the cricket ground he whipped the back of my bare legs with a piece of 
wire for no reason. When I asked, “Why?” He said, “That didn’t hurt”. The boys used to sing, ‘Old Bill 
Mayo up a sour apple tree’ to the tune of ‘John Brown’s Body’.  

I particularly remember the day in early October when I was taken out of class to Mr Matthews’ study. 
To my astonishment my mother was in there, but she greeted me with a weak smile and Mr Mathews 
left us in there alone and closed the door. My mother had come from London to tell me that my father 
had died a few days before and that I would be returning home with her for the funeral. 

When Hill Brow closed a number of boys moved with me to St Peter’s School in Weston-Super-Mare 
in 1967. St Peter’s was about double the size of Hill Brow, it was located in a town rather than isolated 
in the countryside and it had younger, qualified teachers. I was there for one year before my family 
emigrated to Sydney, Australia. 

Out of the blue in 1968 I received a package by post from Mr Matthews containing the two silver Hill 
Brow school trophies for rifle shooting and swimming. He informed me in a note that all the school 
trophies had been sent to the last winners.  

Thinking back on my year at Hill Brow I benefited in all the character building ways that a preparatory 
boarding school was supposed to improve young boys: discipline, obedience, sportsmanship, 
competitiveness and manners. I endured it but I think some more sensitive boys might have been 
scarred by it. My own son is exactly the age now that I was when I was at Hill Brow and I know I could 
never pack him off to a boarding school at such a tender age, let alone to such an old fashioned 
institution as Hill Brow Preparatory School for Boys.  

Giles Yates, Sydney, Australia, August 2011 
 

Chris Newman [1954 – 1959]:   

In putting together this brief history of Hill Brow School, I 
have incorporated many of my own memories of the place.  In 
any case, my memories have changed over the years as have 
my thoughts about the place.  In fact over most of the 50 years 
since I left the school, I have given very little thought to it, 
and most of my memories had faded from mind until I was 
inspired to write this account, whereupon they have been 
gradually coming back to me – as indeed they continue to do.   

When, in the past, I did think about my days at Hill Brow, I tended to focus on negative recollections, 
such as the (few) bullies that I fell foul of, the close supervision and the tight restrictions that were 
imposed on its pupils’ activities.  I remember that during my first few weeks at Wellington College, I 
was amazed at the amount freedom that I had and thinking how lucky I was to have been sent there 
(feelings that had totally eroded by the time I left the place).  Perhaps more telling were the more 
negative contrasts with Hill Brow that I experienced when I first arrived at Wellington, in particular the 
noisiness of the boys and their foul language, and the power and authority enjoyed by prefects and the 
fear that they engendered.  Having reacquainted myself with my memories of Hill Brow, I now find it 
easier to recall happier experiences there than I can from my years at Wellington.   
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Perhaps the most endearing feature of Hill Brow was its small size, and the strong sense of “belonging” 
which this engendered (in me at least).  For the full duration of their time at the school, boys were in 
contact with the same teachers and in many cases had the same teachers for the same subjects for 
several years.  This allowed teachers to get the most out of their brighter charges but it was hard for a 
boy to escape from the clutches of a teacher that he didn’t get on well with.  By and large, little 
tolerance was offered to slow learners.   

Similarly the school was great for any boy with athletic or sporting prowess, but it offered little other 
than boredom and reprimand to those who weren’t so blessed.  Sporting and academic performance 
were what counted, and probably in that order of importance - the importance of “Sports” in the 
school’s curriculum being evidenced by the number of pages devoted to the subject in the HBS 
Chronicle and the fact that the word itself was always capitalized.  My recollections of Hill Brow are 
thus coloured by the fact that I was one of the lucky ones who was above average (though never 
brilliant) at both sports and lessons. 

The central character of the Hill Brow story is of course the headmaster John Matthews who presided 
over the school for 30 years or more.  That each person who went to Hill Brow has a different 
impression of him is testament to his enigmatic personality.  Some describe him as intimidating and/or 
a bully; some as a sadist; some as a master of sarcasm; some as a religious fundamentalist; and one 
describes him as a closet alcoholic.  Yet many alumni thought him “firm but fair” in his administration 
of the school.  All remember him for his chain-smoking, for his rambling lectures at morning assembly, 
for his tediously dull French and Scripture lessons, and in my case I remember the mixture of awe and 
intimidation that he engendered and terror at the thought (or threat) of being sent to his office and of the 
cane that he kept there.  I have no personal recollection of his ever using his cane and was never 
threatened with it myself – another contrast with my experience at Wellington where canings were 
routine, and administered (often brutally) by prefects more commonly than by teachers.   

I guess my feelings about Hill Brow are summarized in the words with which I began an early (and 
more personalized) draft of the school’s “history” in which I wrote:  “I didn't love the place but it 
formed an important part of my life and offered me as good an educational foundation as I would 
probably have got anywhere at the time. Certainly in terms of examination performance, I never again 
achieved the grades that I managed to attain in the Common Entrance exams that I took at the end of 
my spell at Hill Brow.” 
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Sports Day Prize-giving in front of South 
Lawn [Chris Butt] 

 

Hinds and Christopher Butt at the "stile" entry to the 
"boot room" - the boys' access to the school.  [Chris Butt] 
 

PHOTOS AND MEMORABILIA 

Note: A number of “official” school photos are included in Appendix 1 and a copy of the 1954 HBS 
Chronicle is included as Appendix 2.   

This section includes pictures of small items of memorabilia together with “unofficial” photographs, 
mostly taken by boys during their time at Hill Brow School. 

1935 – Garden Party invitation showing Thornton and Matthews jointly  

 
 
1951  
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1952 School Sports Programme - 2 pages [courtesy of Phil Distin] 
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1956 Swimming Competition Programme [courtesy of John Graham] 
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1954/7 Sports Days 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Sports Day 1957 – John Matthews in typical stance 
giving his annual speech to assembled parents  

[Chris Newman] 
 

Sports Day 1957 – Chris Newman receives a prize with 
John Matthews and Rory Newbery watching over.   

[Chris Newman] 
 

Sports Day 1954 – Phil Distin and Bill Vorley 
[Phil Distin] 

 

Sports Day 1957 – The Obstacle Race in progress.  Charles 
Pickens walking in front of camera. 

[Chris Newman] 
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1958 
 
 
 

1958 – John Lister-Kaye flies his diesel-powered 
model aeroplane on the front lawn.  

Few could afford such expensive accessories! 
[Chris Newman] 

 

1958 – Boarders waiting to take the train home from Brent Knoll Station.   
Left to Right:  Peter Isaac 1; Ian Cocks; ??; Richard Newbery; Howard Meadows; ??; 
Jimmy Sergeant (teacher); Robert Matthews; ??; David Rocyn-Jones; Roger Potter. 

[Chris Newman] 
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1951 HBS Rifle Club medallion. 
[Chris Butt] 

 

 
1951 and 1955 – Sporting Medals 
 

 
 
 
 
 
   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
1951 and 1955 – School Leavers’ gift book entries  

1951 – School-leaver’s Book Entry  
written on an old Eastbourne label. 

[Chris Butt] 

 

1955 – School-leaver’s Book Entry 
Eastbourne label still in use. 

[Phil Distin] 

 

Left 1955 HBS Sports and Swimming Medals 
[Phil Distin] 
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1955 HBS Christmas Card, from John and Gerry Matthews [courtesy of Phil Distin] 
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1955 – from Brent Knoll Church [courtesy of Phil Distin] 
 

 
 
 
 
1956: Rory Newbery, Jimmy Sergeant and Babs Solomon’s signatures 
from John Graham’s autograph book 
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1957 - 59 – Letters home (from Hill Brow) [courtesy of Chris Newman] 

 
Below is a typical school letter written in 1958 (when the writer had just turned 12). 
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Below are some quotes taken from other letters from Chris Newman to his parents.  The extracts focus 
on the school and people within it.  Spellings have been corrected where necessary to make sense of the 
extracts.  Others have not: 

 
·  27th Jan 1957 – “I have got an Eton collar and am wearing it now”.  [Presumably Eton collars were worn 

on Sundays.  Seemingly suits were worn as well – see 27th Sep 1959 extract.]   

·  27th Jan 1957 – “I had to learn the first four verses of Psalm II for Mr Brown because I was talking.  (I 
wasn’t the only one).” 

·  10th Mar 1957 – “Instead of a draughts compotision (sic) there is a chess comp.  Gwyn I beet (sic) Tilly 
and I beet Synge Gwyn I and Cocks, Isaac II, and Potter II beet me and now I am playing Potter I.” 

·  10th Mar 1957 – “Last Thursday Wright sat on Rice’s knee in or something like that and Rice had to go 
to hospital and had to have two and half pints of poison taken out of his knee.” 

·  21st July 1957 – “It’s Brownie’s last Sunday here today [Chris Brown, temporary teacher].  Today it is 
early service.  There was no sermon and only took about half an hour.”  

·  6th Oct 1957 – “Old Kennedy the new master isn’t bad but he seems to like dishing out four page 
essays.”  [Mr Kennedy was actually a young man.] 

·  20th Oct 1957 (as the Asian flu epidemic takes hold) – “Last night ‘C-Dorm was made into a sick room.  
Herring, Cocks and Parsons went over to the farm and three boys from C-Dorm went into A-Dorm.  And 
Heslop went over to E-Dorm I think.  Anyhow, there was a terrific muddle.  There is no church today 
because of Asian flu so Mr Matthews is taking a service like he did the Sunday before last.”  

·  23rd Mar 1958 – “As I told you last time, we were going to play Rosholme girls [at hockey].  Well we 
did play them but we lost 5-1.  Major Newbery said we were on top of them most of the time but we 
couldn’t get the goals.  They had two girls over 15 and quite a few who [were] 15.  Therefore they had a 
lot older team that we did.” 

·  5th July 1958 – “Mrs Matthews returned from Scotland yesterday night about nine thirty.  I should think 
all the boys are thankful.  Well all C-dorm are, because we will get some decent grub. She is the only 
person who cares about us and our food.  Either we get porrage (sic) without salt or sugar on, or else 
lumps the size of a mack button except round, or stew with a foot of guts in it.”   

·  12th Oct 58 – “I forgot to tell you that the ghost was an absolute fraud.  C-dorm did it all by bits of string 
to play up Goofy Isaac (Isaac I) they let A-dorm go and see how it was done.  It was jolly good enough 
to give anybody the willies who did not know it was not real.” 

·  19th Oct 58 – “We captured a giant mosquito in the dormitory.  It was 
about so big [right] .  I have still got the remains of it in my plastic box 
which I keep my studs in. Terry says it was not actually a mosquito but it 
was from the same family.  I am afraid two legs are missing because 
Newbery flicked it with a garter.” 

·  16th Nov 58 – “This morning most of A-dorm, including me went into C-
dorm and bumped Heslop in a blanket because it was his birthday.  We tossed him about four or five feet 
off the ground.” 

·  16th Nov 58 – “It’s sung eucerist (sic) this Sunday.  With Mar [the vicar] it’s the most boring service 
ever and most of the school hate it.” 

·  23rd Nov 58 -  “I seem to be afflicted again by the same desease (sic) that I had last week, news 
defitiancy (sic), except not so badly.” 

·  23rd Nov 58 - “We are having a play on at the school on the evening of the last Monday of the term.  It is 
written by Newbery and Produced by Lister-Kay, Newbery and Taylor, the cast is [see over]: 
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MURDER AT GRANGE COURT 

(in seniority) 
Cocks   Doctor   Normal clothes 
Potter I   Guest   Flashy clothes 
Synge   Village P.C.  Everyday clothes 
Dunford  Chief Constable Police clothes 
Newbery  Lord   Posh clothes 
Newman  Maid   Parlour clothes 
Taylor   ‘Tec (Superintendant) Sunday suit 
Burston  Cook (chef)  Old clothes 
R-Jones  Guest (Dead)  Flashy clothes 
Lee   ‘Tec   Sunday suit 
Lister-Kay  Butler (Murderer) Butler clothes 
Pineo, Meadows Stage Directors 
Mrs. Solomon  Prompter 

 
The play should last about 30 minutes.  Rocyn-Jones is an American multimillionaire 
who is staying at the house of Lord George Rutherford (Newbery); he is found dead one 
morning and the maid (me) comes running into the staff room. I telephone the police, in 
an awful flap, and run out.  That was the prologue (about 1 minute).  

In the first scene an Irish village policeman (Synge) comes in and makes a mess of 
everything by destroying the evidence.  Ema, the lord’s wife, who disliked the 
millionaire, left 1 hour before the murder (that is just to put the suspicion on her).  Soon 
the police come with the Doctor (Taylor, Lee, and Cocks).  Taylor (the superintendant) 
blows up Synge.  Then have drinks; at the end of the first scene the doctor (Cocks) finds 
out that the millionaire was poisoned by iresnick (sic).  

The second scene is mostly bable (sic) and we have not done the third.”  

·  Jan 18th 1959 – “I am enjoying this term as I enjoy every term, (absolutely disgusting).  At least most of 
it is.  Getting up early in the frozen morning, Awful Baths, Brick hard bed, which are getting freezing. 
Works and a good many other things about the only good things about it are Carpentry, Dancing[!] , 
some films. T.V. and being with your friends”. 

·  1st Feb 1959 – “B-Dorm woke us up this morning, at about 6:30, so as soon as the bell went we raided 
them with the help of C-Dorm (as they had been woken up as well).  Cocks had a cosh with about eight 
socks rapped (sic) up in a ball inside another sock, the rest went in lightly armed except me, as I was 
going to bait them to attack me so that they would get the blame for starting it.   After about 15 seconds 
of the fight, Miss Ravenscroft came in and threatened us with black dots but later Newbery persuaded 
her that it was all B-Dorm’s fault so they got the dots not us.  Matron was fuming!  

·  26th July 1959 – “I think it is utter cheek having out letters read by Rigg”. 

·  27th Sept 1959 – “I had a bit of trouble about my suit today when nobody put out my Sunday suit 
trousers so I went and asked Matron about it and she said that my day ones are the only ones I had and 
my Sunday ones are coming later with my spares.  I am wondering if we forgot to pack them.” 

·  27th Sept 1959 – “We have eight new boys and we lost 14 old boys so we now have 58 boys.”  [First 
sign of decline in the school’s population?]  “The new master Mr Shalburg is jolly decent.  He is the 
only polite master we have and have ever had - i.e. when he asks you to do something, he always says 
please which nobody else does.”   

·  27th Sept 1959 – “Nobody moved up into Form I this term, which leaves Dunford, Newbery (who is not 
here), me and Burston.  It won’t be so nice when Newbery comes back because we will have to start 
again all for him.  But still … “. 

·  27th Sept 1959 – “We just got back from church - servise (sic) awful.  Mar [the vicar] said he was 
leaving on 28th Oct.  That was the only good part about it.” 
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1965 – Invitation to O.H.B. Reunion and request for contributions towards a retirement gift for 
George Blaber [courtesy of Roger Potter] 
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1966 – HBS Swimming and Shooting Trophies [courtesy of Giles Yates] 

 

 
 
After closure of the school in 1966, John Matthews distributed the various school trophies to their last 
winners.  The shooting and swimming trophies (left and right respectively) were sent off to Giles Yates 
who had won them in 1966/67. By 1968, when he received them, Giles was living in Sydney, Australia 
(see Giles’s memoir under “Alumni Memories” above). 
 
Giles has provided a copy of the list of names of the winners of both trophies – see overleaf.  It is 
interesting to note that the swimming challenge cup was first awarded in 1908, very early in the 
school’s history, but that no swimming competitions were held between 1913 and 1926, perhaps 
because there was no suitable swimming pool available between those years.  Doubtless, the lack of 
available swimming facilities near Brent Knoll during and immediately after WW2 accounted for the 
second lapse between 1938 and 1951. 
 
In the case of the Rifle Club trophy, it may be assumed that the numbers in brackets relate to the terms 
in which the trophy was won and that competitions were held during the 1st and 3rd terms in most years.  
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HILL BROW RIFLE CLUB 
MATCH SHOOTING COMPETITION  

1929 (3) J.B. dePree 
1930 (1) G.F. Wigram 
1930 (3) H.R. Tasker 
1931 (1) J.V Searles-Wood 
1931 (3) J.V Searles-Wood 
1932 (1) P.G.U. Hardy 
1932 (3) No Contest 
1933(1) J.R. Winterbotham 
1933 (3) D. Wilson-Hall 
1934(1) D. Wilson-Hall 
1934 (3) No Contest 
1935 (1) P.J.G. Davis 
1935 (3) H.P. Sherman 
1936(1) P.C. Dawson 
1936 (3) No Contest 
1937(1) No Contest 
1937 (3) No Contest 
1938 (1) No Contest 
1938 (3) D.E. Foster 
1939 (1) H.M. Stacey 
1939 (3) D.E. Foster 
1940(1) D.E. Foster 
1942 (1) C. Barrow 
1946 (1) R. Ballantyne 
1948 (1) R. Ballantyne 
1948 (3) I.R. McNish 
1949 (1) I.R. McNish 
1949 (3) I.R. McNish 
1950 (1) M.H. White 
1950 (3) M.H. White 

1951 (1) M.H. White 
1951 (3) D.W. Anderson 
1952 (1) D.M. Stonehouse 
1952 (3) P.G.R. Rigg 
1953 (1) P.G.R. Rigg 
1953 (3) D.H. White 
1954 (1) P.G.R. Rigg 
1954 (3) D.H. White 
1955 (1) C.S. Reynolds 
1955 (3) C.R. Stonehouse 
1956 (1) W.D. Vorley 
1956 (3) W. Foxton 
1957 (1) W. Foxton 
1957 (3) N.J. Bradford 
1958 (1) N.J. Bradford 
1958 (3) M.V. Pineo 
1959 (1) D.F.A. McCaig 
1959 (3) C.W. Cawood 
1960 (1) N.M. Terry 
1960 (3) S.R. Bradford 
1961 (1) S.R. Bradford 
1961 (3) D. Eliot 
1962 (1) M.J. Bennett 
1962 (3) R.M. Phillips 
1963 (1) H.A. Cocks 
1963 (3) N.F. Parsons 
1964 (1) J.R.B. Hall 
1964 (3) R.H. Hosburn 
1965 (1) R.H. Hosburn 
1966 (3) G. Yates  

 
HILL BROW EASTBOURNE 

SWIMMING CHALLENGE CUP 
Presented by E. Theodore Smith Esq. 1908 

1908 C.G. Guy 
1909 C.F.R. Machenzie 
1910 C. Brown 
1911 D.L. Paget 
1912 E.C. Irish 
1913 D.H. Austin 
1926 J.D. Packham 
1927 I.G. Farquhar 
1928 No Race 
1929 T.P. Bowman 
1931 H.J. Campling 
1932 G.A.V. Lyon 
1933 M.A. Veale 
1934 No Race 
1935 A.B. McLennan 
1936 J.E. Masterman 
1937 No Contest 

1938 P.I.F. Grant  
1951 I.R. McNish 
1953 C.N. Newbery 
1954 M.W. Dening 
1955 W. Foxton 
1956 W. Foxton 
1957 W. Foxton 
1958 R.A. Matthews 
1959 R.A. Matthews 
1960 {J.W. Groen 
         {R.J.M. Shaw 
1961 No Contest 
1962 E.L. Short 
1963 J.R.B. Hall 
1964 J.R.B. Hall 
1965 A.C. Rivett 
1966 G. Yates 
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