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This spring sees the first of Belmont’s Centenary 
celebrations with the Old Belmontians’ gift to 
Belmont. This takes the form of a small garden in 
the grounds with an eye catching centrepiece of 
a sundial. This will be a reminder of the passing 
of the days and seasons and honouring former 
teachers and pupils. It will not only be a stunning 
memorable feature, but will also have a very useful 
function to be enjoyed and used by the School for 
many years to come. 

Following extensive consultation with local 
environment groups and planners the design 
chosen is a visually stunning stainless steel obelisk 
up to 1.8m in height, which will reflect the light 
and also cast its shadow on the flat paved area 
surrounding it. The length of the shadow will 
obviously be determined by the season and markers 
will be set into the paving indicating the equinoxes 
and solstices. 

Enclosing this area will be some seating and 
planting of a sympathetic nature in metallic shades 
of silver, purple, gold and green. 

The garden will be situated adjacent to the Master’s 
Lawn and will be viewed from the Master’s House 
and the Forest Road and will be visible to pupils, 
but accessible only with permission. The site chosen 
was determined by the absence of trees and slopes, 
but also by access, visual appeal from a distance 
and also in relation to existing features. 

Hopefully it will become a focal point for visiting 
Old Belmontians.
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In the last year we have been busy preparing for the centenary, 
planning events to share with children and their families and, 
of course, with Old Belmontians.  It has given us a wonderful 
opportunity to reflect on the changes the School has undergone 
over the years, some forced upon it such as the evacuation to 
Cockermouth, some as a result of strategic planning, such as 
the introduction of a five day week and the admission of girls.  

Belmont children and staff have always embraced change 
in a positive way, which has ensured that the core values of 
the school set by the Founder continue to this day, whilst the 
School remains able to prepare children to live and work in a 
modern world.

Tradition, allied with modern approaches to teaching that 
prepare ‘well-rounded’ children, is increasingly important to 
parents.  In the last year alone, registrations for entry rose 
76% on the previous year and 226 aspiring Belmontians sat 
the entrance exam at 11+ for just 25 places.  The School is full 
to bursting.

Over the last year our pupils have: won a national writing 
competition, been short-listed for the BBC Radio 2 short story 
competition, been runner-up in a national poetry competition, 
been awarded 28 certificates in a UK-wide Maths challenge, 
(putting these children in the top 6-20% in the country), won the 
U13 Basketball tournament and the U13 Football tournament, 
been selected for Middlesex netball and rugby and for Barnet 
in their mini-marathon.  We continue to encourage the children 
to strive for excellence in all that they do.

Head’s Report to the Old Belmontians March 2012

Editor’s Letter

Welcome to the 2012 edition of The Belmontian and the 
beginning of Belmont’s Centenary celebrations. You should 
have received the Centenary Diary of Events and it is hoped 
that many Old Belmontians will attend these functions over 
the next fifteen months. As part of the celebrations a book 
on Belmont’s past one hundred years is being compiled 
and is close to completion. Much research has been carried 
out and my co-author Bob Pace, Head of History, has even 
visited Cockermouth in search of material about the School’s 
evacuation during the last war.

Many boys visited the Mill Hill house at Dent in the 1990s on 
Peter Bird’s annual football tour and I hope the article will 

The annual Old Belmontians’ Day was held in May and 
Belmont was looking very fresh and green after a harsh winter. 
The day followed the usual format, which has proved popular 
with Old Belmontians. The AGM gave members an opportunity 
to raise any matters concerning them. At the Chapel service 
Old Belmontian Nelson Whaley very kindly played the 
organ, accompanying the rousing hymn singing. There was 
a contribution from the School’s respected Chapel choir. The 
Foundation Chaplain evoked memories of schooldays and their 
influence in his sermon.

Old Belmontians’ Day 2011
Lunch as always was an enjoyable meal and a chance to catch 
up on recent events and renew old friendships. For some 
members it was their first visit back to Belmont in sixty years 
and hopefully it will not be their last.

After lunch there were tours of the school and Mrs Duncan was 
able to speak of some of her hopes for the Centenary. Thanks to 
Roger Rose there was an interesting display from the School’s 
Archives.

It is hoped we will see many more Old Belmontians in 2012 and 
2013 with the proposed Centenary celebrations.

As I write, the Old Belmontian gift for the Centenary is being 
manufactured and will be installed in the Centennial Garden 
in time for the opening on Old Belmontians’ Day.  The modern 
design will look to the future, yet its function as a sundial 
reminds us of the passing of time being measured in this way 
for thousands of years.  Thank you to all Old Belmontians who 
contributed to the Appeal; I hope you agree that this lasting 
monument will be a tribute to Belmont’s first 100 years that 
will be enjoyed by future generations during its next 100. 

I was very sad to hear of the death of Norman Freegard on 
27th February and I attended the service of thanksgiving with 
David Short on 8th March.  Norman was a regular attender 
at Old Belmontians’ Day, even in the latter years when his 
health was not good.  Norman’s Belmontian days were spent 
at Cockermouth where his wife Liz tells me his love of nature 
was developed.  It was a pleasure knowing Norman and hearing 
his stories of the School as he knew it; he will be sadly missed.

Finally as I finish this newsletter, we have just had a full School 
inspection.  The School received just five working days’ notice 
of the arrival of five inspectors.  The verbal feedback at the end 
of the week was excellent and I am sure all Old Belmontians 
will be delighted with the report when it is finally published in 
April. What a fantastic start to our centenary celebrations its 
arrival will be!

Lynn Duncan 
Head

revive happy memories.

Our thanks go to Anthony Ward who produced the Belmontian 
for several years, but is no longer able to do so. We are now 
working with DX Imaging who are involved with several 
Foundation publications and you will have noticed a new look 
to the Belmontian.

Finally thank you to all our contributors, for without them 
there would be no Belmontian. Future contributions from 
different decades are welcome from all. During the Centenary 
celebrations I look forward to meeting many if not all of you.

Lynda Mason



Memorabilia from John Henley

The following is reproduced from the Cockermouth Museum 
Group:

During the years of World War II the boys of Belmont School 
(the junior school of Mill Hill School in London) were evacuated 
to St Helen’s School, while the older boys of Mill Hill School 
were accommodated at St Bee’s School. We recently had a 
query from someone researching Belmont school’s history, 
looking for information for an anniversary booklet. In our files 
we had a photograph of a group of boys, taken at St Helen’s 
School in 1943, which was sent to the researcher. Amazingly, 
this turned out to be a group photo of all 57 evacuated Belmont 
boys, taken in 1943. We were told it had to be the summer 
term, since the boys were wearing their blue aertex shirts. In 
the middle of the photograph is the headmaster of Belmont 
School since 1937, Arthur Edward Rooker Roberts (who had 

Links with Cockermouth

succeeded his father in that post). The photo also shows the 
Head’s secretary (Harold Alston) and a woman in uniform who 
must surely be Matron.

It is always a pleasure when we can provide answers to such 
queries. At the same time it also solved a puzzle for us as to the 
identity of the people in the photograph. Looking at the eager 
faces, one wonders what they went on to do with their lives, 
and how many of them are still alive.

If you do have any memories of St Helen’s School that you’d 
like to share, please get in touch via our website: www.
cockermouthmuseumgroup.org.uk

Gloria Edwards

The researcher referred to is Mr Bob Pace, Head of History who 
is compiling a book for Belmont’s Centenary.

NORMAN FREEGARD (BELMONT 1938-1942)

I had no contact with Norman at Belmont, as he was 
considerably younger than me. However, we did have contact 
at various times, in industry, he being connected with the silk 
printing industry, as was I.

Norman was well-liked within the trade - and indeed generally 
– his cheerful demeanour and likeable style endeared him to 
his colleagues and friends alike. He was a man well equipped to 
“help the wheels of industry turn”.

When I saw Norman at Belmont several years ago, his very 
supportive wife, Elizabeth, told me that he was “on borrowed 
time” after major heart surgery some two years earlier. His 
passing, although much mourned, was not a great surprise to 
those who knew Norman well.

I have spoken to Elizabeth since Norman’s death. She told 
me of the difficulties in supporting and caring for Norman at 
home, particularly in recent months. Thus his sad passing will 
hold some measure of relief for his family and friends, of whom 
I was most fortunate to be one.

Gordon Drew (Belmont 1933-1936)

DR JOHN KIRK (BELMONT 1933-1936)

Just as we all have a style in walking that others can recognise 
from afar, so we have in running. I still have a clear picture of 
John’s most impressive style which was so conspicuous in his 
athletic performances at Belmont. It was as near to perfection 
as I can imagine. I know not if he maintained his interest and 
outstanding ability in athletics after his time at Belmont – I 
certainly hope that he did.

I had little contact with John after Belmont but I was aware 
of his successful career as a physician. I do know that he was 
more assiduous in his contact with Belmont than was I, except 
during the period when our two sons were there. I have happy 
memories of the many hours I spent restoring the rose garden, 
subsequently replaced with the infinitely more practical 
herbaceous garden.

In later years, John’s contact with Belmont was more regular 
than mine. He showed considerable style, not only in athletics 
but also in his professional life. An ardent supporter of the Old 
Belmontian Association, John will be greatly missed by those 
who were privileged to enjoy his friendship.

Gordon Drew (Belmont 1933-1936)

Obituaries



It is a pleasure to try to contribute some memories, although 
measured against the seventy years that have passed since 
they occurred; my contacts with the Mill Hill Schools were 
brief indeed. I attended Belmont Preparatory from Spring 
1939 to Summer 1942, and I never got to Mill Hill “upper” 
because we moved to California in the middle of the war.  
However, though they were of relatively fleeting duration, 
the experiences in and the memories from that short 
interval of boyish life were so important, so formative and 
permanent, that I feel they justify my describing them in the 
context of this Centenary celebration. 

My time at Belmont falls into two very different intervals: 
the Spring and Summer terms of 1939 before the start of the 
war, spent at the Belmont campus on The Ridgeway, and the 
years from September 1939 to July 1942 after the school 
had been “evacuated” to the site of St. Helens School just 
outside Cockermouth, Cumberland.

So to return to 1939, and imagine if you can an eight year 
old boy, who had arrived in London from Geneva in 1937 
speaking only French and Czech, had just started wearing 
glasses, and had now become, by wise parental fiat, a “new 
bug” at Belmont. 

The Headmaster was A.E.R.Roberts, referred to behind his 
back of course as “Arthur.”  He was, at first, a towering figure 
of authority and erudition, but kind, and a keen sportsman.  
I found out later that he had a good understanding of the 
problems a foreign boy faced initially as he joined the 
school.  There was Mr. Chatterton (cognomen “Chatters”), 
tall, skinny, uncommunicative, but precise in speech.   There 
was “Jock” Air (sp. ?), a bit corpulent, and a Mr. Sobey who 
had been an outstanding rugby player.  Mr. Alston taught 
French.  Mr. Foster was the music master.  And we never 
found out Matron’s real name.  Was it Radcliffe?

I must admit that it is very difficult in retrospect to recall 
and recount what we were actually taught.  I began studying 
Latin, something I continued till I was 16.  Because I could 

speak French, I was put in a Vth Form class for that subject, 
but that assignment had to be changed because although I 
could chatter I knew no French grammar. 

Typically, though, the pupils took all their lessons in one 
classroom assigned to the Form, and it was the masters who 
moved from room to room at a lesson’s end.  We each had 
a desk bolted in place, with a shelf under it where we could 
keep things like tuck and books we were reading.  I still 
remember that at the end of the Summer term of 1939 I 
left some jellied sweets in my desk, along with a favourite 
fiction book of mine, written in Czech.  It was set in an 
early century A.D. in what was to become Bohemia, and 
was about an heroic youth called Nik who defended his tribe 
against the local Avar slave traders, and died fighting in a 
major battle against the Frankish king Dagobert.  

I fully expected to find these items when I returned for the 
Autumn term in September, but of course the war intervened, 
the School was “evacuated” to Cumberland, and I did not 
return to Belmont again until 1961.  On that occasion I 
received a lovely reception from a somewhat older “Arthur”, 
still there as Headmaster. He lent me a marvellous old car for 
the afternoon so we could visit the Downs; driving it meant 
instantly adjusting to driving on the left, and to shifting 
gears with the left hand!  What unjustified confidence!

What returns to memory most easily is the life we led 
outside the classroom, on the grounds of the school, and in 
the village nearby.  

There was a paved yard in front of the chapel where we 
roller skated. Here I first encountered the music of Bach 
when, at age close to nine, I was passing the chapel at 
Belmont and heard (music master) Mr. Foster on the organ 
soaring through the Little Fugue in G; I stopped transfixed, 
and listened to the end.

Right outside the Headmaster’s rooms was the giant cedar 
with its many branches reaching out, some supported on 

Belmont Memories

The Lodge at St. Helen’s 2011



columns.  Its centre trunk had broken in a storm, leaving a 
large hole, called “The Hollow”, that could hold several boys.  
It was high off the ground, and climbing to it was a bit of a 
feat.  Reaching it was a mandatory rite of passage for any 
“new bug.”  Behind the chapel were some woods that the 
boys used for establishing what were called “camps”, huts 
made of logs and branches and whatever other building 
trash could be found to serve as wall and roof.  They were 
usually constructed by groups or cliques, and they were 
exclusive: you were not supposed to enter them except by 
invitation.

Near the school grounds were two shops known usually 
by the acronyms “BS” and “CS”.  The letters BS stood for 
“Blenheim Steps”, and there visiting parents could buy 
clothing and equipment designed for the Mill Hill schools, 
and not stocked at the Army & Navy Stores in London, such 
as the blazer with the device “Et virtutem et musas” under 
the books and doves on the shield.  The letters CS stood for 
“Corner Shop”, and there the boys spent their little pocket 
money on “tuck” (sweets) and even carbonated drinks like 
sarsaparilla and ginger beer, and possibly on the banned 

literature exemplified by “Beano Comics.”  I vividly recall 
reading the first three instalments of the prescient tale 
“The Last Rocket to Venus”, depicting a group of survivors 
leaving a frozen earth amid quarrels over who should go.  I 
am not sure whether visits to CS, which involved leaving 
the grounds, were regarded as violations of the regulations; 

I think that technically they were infractions, but not serious 
ones.

Below the school on the northern slope of the ridge were 
various playing fields and courts, and also the large open-
air swimming pool where we learned to swim and to jump 
or dive off the high board, at first a frightening prospect, but 
after some instruction and increased familiarity, enormous 
fun.

My attendance at Belmont in Mill Hill lasted just two terms.  
The start of hostilities in September, 1939 led to a decision by 
Belmont School to move to the safer venue of Cockermouth, 
in particular to St. Helen’s School, shown on the Ordnance 
Survey of the time, and located just south of the town up 
the “Lower Road”, so-called to distinguish it from the new 
highway running parallel there a short distance away.  The 
building must originally have been a country house of some 

opulence.  It had a porter’s lodge near the road, a stream, a 
swimming pool, and dense plantings of rhododendron and 
laurel forming a park.  Inasmuch as there was a shortage 
of dormitory space at the main house, some of the older 
“more reliable” boys slept in the downstairs room at the 
porter’s lodge, under the gentle supervision of Mr. and Mrs. 
Forster, who often let us listen to the BBC news at 9 pm.  
The location of the bedroom allowed for occasional forays 
at night by exiting through the window.

Beyond the park to the north and west was farmland in use, 

South Front of St. Helen’s

Getting ready for a bathe

Bathing Pool at St. Helen’s

Bathing Place on the river
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could throw accurately, so I was usually a bowler.  Walking 
there from St. Helen’s involved passing Luchini’s, where we 
might get what passed for an ice during a time of shortages.  
Other ball sports, such as rugby and soccer, did not have 
such a suitable venue, but were played on the usually very 
muddy field next to the school.

Sunday mornings were often but not invariably spent at 
a church service.  The leanings of the Headmaster were 
liberal and ecumenical, so our visits were divided between 
the Anglican church near the Cocker bridge, and the 
Congregational church at the other end of town, a few doors 
from the house of Wordsworth’s birth.   At this church we 
also began to communicate, by looks, giggles, and the like, 
with schoolgirls in the same pew across the aisle, especially 
during prayer, when no one was looking.

In the summer of 1942, the idea arose of organizing a long 

(100 miles) cycle tour to take place over several days, and 
to include a climb of Scafell Pike.  Such a trip required 
supervision, and I forget which of the masters came along; 
it was probably Arthur himself on his much envied Claud 
Butler cycle, because among the masters he was in the best 
condition and always showed the greatest interest in cycling.  

The tour started by going south to Keswick by Derwent 
Water, then took the road past Thirlmere under Helvellyn 
to Grasmere. A bit south of Grasmere we took the road into 
Little Langdale.  The smooth riding macadam ended as the 
climb up Wrynos Pass began, so rough that some of the 
time we had to get off and push the bikes.  The descent into 
Wrynos Bottom was comparably hard.  The Bottom was a 
kind of stone wasteland, with a single house where the road 
up Hard Knott Pass left the river Duddon.  Over the top was 
the Roman fort of Mediobognum, always of interest, and we 
descended to the Youth Hostel in Eskdale for two nights.  We 
spent the next day climbing Scafell Pike via the Mickledore, 
and the day after that we rode to Ravenglass and spent some 
time watching the sea bird colonies, after which we took 
the coast road back to Cockermouth and Belmont.  This trip 
greatly increased my interest in mountaineering, in which I 
have indulged on and off until now.

Vaclav E. Benes

spotted with patches of thickly planted evergreens watched 
over by gamekeepers, who shot the ever-present rooks and 
nailed them to long wooden frames.  The location of St. 
Helen’s afforded a marvelous initiation into the world of 

nature, the outdoors, and (especially) hills and mountains.  
While the camps in the woods around Belmont were exciting 
local fun for a nine-year old, the surroundings of St. Helen’s 
provided miles of farmland, moors, and fells, ready and 
waiting for serious exploration.  

The nearest high point was Watch Hill, where we ran paper 
chases, yes, literally littering. Access to it started across 
the main road going to Embleton, Bassenthwaite Lake, and 
Keswick. We often used this road for starting cycle tours, 
long or short.  The direct route to Embleton on foot was 
across a rocky outcrop we called Slate Fell, not marked on 
the Ordnance Survey; its principal interest was the rock 
climbing, and the sheep bones to be found there from 
mishaps on the cliffs.  Where the river Derwent debouched 
from Bassenthwaite Lake we caught small eels and cooked 
them on a stick over a fire.  Further down the Lake was 
the Pheasant Inn, good for a treat if some visiting parent 
or teacher were present, but otherwise too expensive for 

our limited pocket money.  Above it was the Roman camp, 
commanding views of the Lake. 

Arrangements were made for us to play cricket in the 
summer on the municipal grounds by the confluence of 
the rivers Derwent and Cocker, near the ruins of the castle.  
I could never master catching the hard cricket ball, but I 

Sixth form windows

Beach at Allonby

Wheelbarrow race
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Headmaster:  Arthur Roberts, wife Brenda.  Arthur had been a 
contemporary of my father, both at Mill Hill and Cambridge, and 
I last saw him at my 21st birthday party in January 1962, to 
which he had been invited. He used to give ‘gramophone recitals’ 
to selected groups of boys in his study on Sunday evenings. I 
suppose his Decca system must have been the ultimate Hi Fi 
system in its day. One particular thing that he would often play, 
as it was popular among us, was a record of someone making 
train noises, “diddle de dee diddle de da” and so on! 

Other Masters:  Alston, Gee, Guilpin, Bromhead, Maxwell, 
Spooner, Sturgess, Goldsmith, Lanyon, Miss Hunter, Miss 
Holmes. Spooner and Sturgess co wrote a text book ‘Exercises 
in Elementary Geometry’. We used worksheets which were a trial 
for this book, first published in 1956. In later years, when I was 
teaching at a boys’ secondary school, I discovered sets of these 
books, which had gone out of use. I still have a copy. I remember 
JBN Goldsmith, who taught us English, always corrected our work 
with a silver Yard-O-Lead propelling pencil. I was so impressed 
with this pencil, that I wanted one, and a relative gave me one for 
a Christmas present. I still have it.

Matrons:  Poppy, real name unknown, Miss Beak (Beaky), and 
there was, for a very short time, a young good looking assistant, 
and it was rumoured that she would meet senior boys after ‘lights 
out’. Perhaps that is why she was there for only a very short time!

Pupils:  Reekie, Auty, Small, Bailey, Gould, Gellman, George, Ali 
Khan (the son of Pakistan’s first Prime Minister), Carnegie, Thorpe, 
Farmer, Knight, Guissin.

Sundry anecdotes:  I remember the ‘plane crash. It was a very wet 
and foggy day. It was a DC3 (Dakota) that crashed. I wonder if it 
was trying to land at nearby RAF Hendon.

I remember the playing of marbles on the playground. Another 
type of marble was known as a ‘spiral’. I was not into marbles very 
much, but I think the distance from the shie at which one rolled 
the marble, was determined by a combination of the number of 
marbles in the shie and the quality of the marble that was being 
rolled.

Regarding the clay fights, we called the twig a ‘pugging stick’, and 
the small piece of clay on the end of this stick was ‘pugged’ at 
the opponent. I remember on one occasion several of us became 
particularly covered in clay, and our punishment was to be 
detained in a classroom over the weekend, when we had to write 
out lines. I am not too certain of the beginning of the second line, 
but it went something like this:

I am a silly little boy that plays about with mud,

And if I go on like this, I will be thought a dud. (It obviously had 
an effect on me!)

In the changing rooms there was a mirror, and when I first started 
at Belmont I had to stand on my toes to be able to see to comb 
my hair, but when I left, I had to stoop to be able to see myself!

At break times, we would line up for our snack, which was 
invariably Marmite on toast. If you were a particular favourite 
of the member of kitchen staff who was serving, you would be 
given a crust. Yes, I remember too the malt and the Callard and 
Bowser toffees, and bottles of fizzy drink on the occasion of the 
Head’s birthday.

At  break time it was time for the post to be handed out, and 
each week I would receive my copy of ‘The Eagle’, so that I could 
follow the activities of Dan Dare and the Mekon. The Eagle was 
the only comic permitted, and if anything else was discovered, it 
would be confiscated. If we wanted to read illicit copies of The 
Beano, Dandy or Superman, we would have to hide the comic up 
our sweaters and go to read them in the lavatories.

Batteries were an essential, as we all had torches. However, at 
that time batteries were of the Zinc/Carbon type, and they had 
a relatively short life. Whether or not there was any truth in the 
theory, we believed that we could revive a battery temporally by 
putting it on a radiator. One particularly cold winter, we had some 
Valor and Aladdin paraffin heaters in the classrooms. This was an 
excellent opportunity for me, so I put my batteries on top of the 
Aladdin heater, and they were warming up beautifully, but during 
a lesson they exploded!

In my final year, ‘Reach for the Sky’, the biography of Douglas 
Bader was published, and I read the book very thoroughly indeed. 
So taken with the story, I developed a walk that I assumed was 
somewhat similar to the way Bader walked, and when the film 
version came out sometime later, I though Kenneth Moore did 
quite a good impression of the way I used to.

One boy, whose name I do not remember, kept running away. 
Arthur Roberts had recently bought himself a new Austin Healey 
sports car, and he offered to drive this boy in his car at 100 mph 
if he promised not to run away again. The car ride did take place, 
but the boy did not keep his promise.

Government Surplus items were readily available at that time, and 
I remember two items that were brought to school by various 
boys. One was part of a Tannoy system from a warship. There 
was a microphone, amplifier and a speaker, and when this was 
rigged up on the balcony by the playground, all sorts of spoof 
messages were announced. Another item that was good fun was 
sets of small two way radios. These were about the size of a loaf of 
bread, complete with headphones and a throat microphone. Pairs 
of us were able to roam the school grounds, sending messages to 
each other.

In the 2010 edition of The Belmontian, mention was made of 
dens in the woods, which I do not remember. However, there were 
many tree houses, some of which were superbly constructed. They 
would invariably be the places where the occupants would do 
their illicit smoking!

On one occasion, and I suppose it must have been for the Common 
Entrance exam, I was sitting in a classroom which had lots of 
maps on the wall. I remember one of the exam questions was 
about coalfields in Great Britain, and there on the walls was all 
the information I needed; I probably achieved full marks for that 
question

Belmont 1949-1954 
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There were many tunnels and passageways in the building, and 
there was a small group of pupils that would go exploring these 
places. There was also an enormous rubbish tip at one of the 
boundaries, referred to in the 2011 edition as The Dump, although 
I do not remember it being strictly out of bounds. By rummaging 
through this tip, we were able to find an incredible number of very 
interesting items, and we did not know what they were. Rumour 
had it that the school had been used by the military during the war, 
and the objects that we found were parts of various experiments. 
Perhaps we will never know the full explanation. 

The PT Master, whose name I have forgotten, introduced an item 
of equipment called ash poles. As their name implies, they were 
wooden poles made from ash! We were always rather sceptical 
about these things, and we could see no real use for them. Indeed, 
I think other members of the staff must have had a similar opinion, 
because one year we had a review, and much of the material was 
written by the staff, but performed by us. I remember there was 
one song, sung to the tune of ‘The Ash Grove’, “The ash poles, the 
ash poles, the ash poles, the ash poles, in gym and in PT so very 
useful.” I can remember no more.

It was interesting seeing the picture of the Commend in the 2011 
edition, although I never received very many of these, as I was far 
more likely to be given Black Marks for my various transgressions. 
A Commend had a value of five points for your house, but a Black 
Mark would reduce the number of points by one.

Of the pupils whose names I have remembered, I know one is 
dead, as he died at Belmont. He was prone to have fits, and one 
day when we were swimming in the pool, I saw him floating 
upside down, and pulled him out of the water. Matron Poppy was 
summoned, and she ran barefoot to the school buildings, carrying 
him, but he did not recover. This was Carnegie. He had given me 
a particularly good pair of chopsticks, which I still have. They are 
carved, and I do not know if they are bone or ivory.

I have met just two former Belmont pupils since I left in 1954. 
Auty left very suddenly, and we all wondered where he had gone. 
He made contact with me in the late 60s, and I met him in a pub 

one lunchtime. The other was Bill George. I had gone to South 
Wales for a family holiday with the caravan, and as we were 
walking along the street I noticed a brass plate outside the GP’s 
surgery: Dr W T George. I rang the surgery and left a message, and 
he later called the campsite, and we all met for an evening meal 
before I came home.

All those years ago we called each other by our surnames, and 
between ourselves we referred to the staff by just their surname, 
although we called them ‘Sir’ to their faces. There was no 
disrespect; it was just the way it was in those times

Belmont was indeed a very happy place, and apart from being a 
bit homesick at the very start, I always looked forward to the start 
of another term. I am sure that Health and Safety has removed 
much of the ‘Adventure Playground’ that the grounds of Belmont 
provided years ago. Paraffin heaters, tree houses, rafts on ponds, 
the rubbish tip and the missiles; we enjoyed all these things, 
totally unsupervised, and we all survived.

Robin Lloyd Owen

Belmont 1949-1954 - continued

This is the title of the autobiography of Oliver Bernard, the last 
survivor of three brothers, the other being Bruce and Jeffrey. 
Oliver and Bruce attended Belmont in the 1930s for a short time. 
We are privileged to be allowed to quote from Mr Bernard’s book, 
which was published in 1992.

“The last prep school I went to was Belmont, the Mill Hill junior 
school up on The Ridgeway overlooking St Joseph’s RC College, 
with Hendon Aerodrome to the left in the distance, and the rest 
of London beyond……

Because Belmont had been the only school out of the six I went 
to that I left from the top, instead of being transferred arbitrarily 
to another school, I knew it in a different way from the others……

The house, Belmont, is an Adam-style building with a beautiful 
round staircase. The doors off it are curved and the stone stairs 
are keyed and self-supporting, seemingly without weight, aerial. 
Outside is or was a marvellous cedar tree.

Arthur and Brenda (Rooker-Roberts) seem to me no less wonderful 
than the Kennedys at their zenith: beautiful people is not putting 

Getting Over It

it too strongly. He had a fast car in which he took the boys for 
rides, a Railton………

He had all sorts of gadgets that he loved showing people, and a 
wonderful electric record-player we lay on the carpet listening to 
on Sunday evenings, fifteen at a time. Brenda used to let me look 
at big Phaidon art books during these music sessions. I found her 
enchanting…….

In the last two terms I spent at Belmont, I chose to join in a mass 
swim before breakfast every morning in the unheated open-air 
swimming pool. It was Arthur’s idea and none of us wore anything 
or moved at less than top speed. Sometimes we had to break the 
ice. We ran back to breakfast, Arthur laughing along with us. He 
laughed a lot, and liked playing word games with his top form. He 
taught us the alphabet which begins: A for horses; B for mutton; C 
for yourself. The bit I liked best was the juxtaposition L for leather 
and M for sis. After the war Bruce and I went to see him one 
evening and, typically he offered us pewter tankards of beer – quart 
tankards…...…”

Year 5 Science Day at Mill Hill 2012



For most of the 1990s for a few days around Easter Peter 
Bird, long serving English teacher lived his dream.  As 
Arsene Wenger was soon to be appointed manager of 
his (Peter’s that is) beloved Arsenal he realised that if he 
was to manage a team he would have to select it himself.  
Accordingly in 1994 he arranged a football tour that was 
to continue for the rest of the decade.  The team and staff 
were domiciled in the house the Foundation then owned 
in Dent in Cumbria.  Peter realising that the success of any 
manager depended on the strength of his backroom staff 
appointed sports teachers Duncan Elder and Tim Selwood 
to accompany him.  Unfortunately Tim had to pull out and 
could not make the trip and I, not a member of staff, was 
“volunteered” by my wife, School Librarian Lynda Mason 
and was drafted in at the last minute.  For the first five 
years the management team remained stable but eventually 
the lure of the slopes proved too strong for Duncan and he 
defected to the school skiing trips, his replacement being for 
two years Crispin Cole, another English teacher, and for the 
final tour a parent of one of the team.

What is to be said of Dent?  Birthplace of Adam Sedgwick, 
eminent geologist, it is a picturesque village which at one 
time had been a centre of the wool garment making industry.  
The “Knitters of Dent” would sit on their balconies making 
hats, gloves, scarves etc., they were even admonished by the 
local parson for knitting in church.  The village also once 
boasted 16 banks. Both the knitters and the banks are long 
gone.

The house itself, for those who have not been there, 
comprised two whitewashed stone cottages knocked 
into one.  The front door opened directly from the main 
meeting/dining room onto the cobbled street opposite the 
village Post Office, now, also, sadly, closed.  The downstairs 
accommodation was completed by a kitchen, shower room, 

Belmont - The Dent Years

On the pitch

toilets, boot room and a small lounge, for the exclusive 
use of the management team!  Upstairs four dormitories 
all named after dales in the district provided the sleeping 
accommodation. 

For the first couple of years a lady from the village would 
prepare the evening meal and we, the staff, would serve it 
and after it had been finished ensured that all was cleared 
up.

“But I have never washed up Sir” was often a plaintiff cry,

 “Well you will never be able to say that again after tonight!” 
was the unsympathetic response. 

 Apart from washing up the boys were introduced to what 
was for some of them hitherto unknown experiences such 
as cleaning, sharing a bedroom, making beds (albeit simply 
by folding up a sleeping bag) and the need in a crowded 
community for general tidiness.  I like to think that after a 
week in our tender care they returned to their parents far 
more domesticated than when they left them.



Breakfast was also somewhat of an adventure, an introduction 
to the joys of porridge being a highlight.  Although it always 
started the week fairly runny, by the end the recipe had been 
perfected and a plateful would often be inverted over the 
head of a miscreant of a minor indiscretion often without 
it leaving the plate.  It was somewhat like ducking witches, 
if they drowned they were innocent and if they survived 
they were guilty and burned.  If the porridge dropped on 
the boy’s head he was innocent and if it stayed in the plate 

he was obviously guilty and would have to wash out the 
porridge saucepan as a punishment.  

Most days there was either training on the local field down 
by the river, or a match travelling to such exotic places as 
Kirkby Lonsdale, Kirkby Stephen, Burneside and Ingleton.  
Belmont was generally successful over the years, winning 
more games than it lost.

One such trip we took the mountain road “over the top”, 
the pretty route.  The only other living things to be seen 
were sheep.  About every half mile there would be a gate 
across the road/track.  My son Paul was deputed to leave the 
vehicle and open each gate to allow us through.  Without 
fail his first instinct would be to approach the wrong end of 
the gate in the vain hope of finding the latch.  On at least 
one occasion he visited each end of the gate twice before 
locating it.  Not unnaturally he acquired the nickname 
“Hinges”.

It was not all football, Peter Bird being the oldest “boy” on 
the trip always ensured that at least one day was spent at 
Alton Towers, either on the way up or the way back, another 

day would be spent at Blackpool where it was de rigueur 
for the staff to ride on the “Big One”, at the time the biggest 
big-dipper in the world.  Another necessary outing was to 
Morecombe (terrible place) for Mr Bird to indulge in his 
passion for “Quasar”.  Rowing on Lake Windermere was an 
occasional and hazardous pastime, “bumper cars on water”

Another important ingredient was attendance at a football 
league match and over the years we visited Everton, 
Manchester City, Leeds, Nottingham Forest, Coventry and 
on one occasion, as a special treat, Bloomfield Road the 
home of Blackpool and Sir Stanley Matthews.

Each evening once the evening meal was completed the 
accent was on homemade entertainment; quizzes, bingo, 
Give Us a Clue (charades) and even on one tour, much to the 
complete puzzlement of the boys and the general merriment 
of the staff, a few rounds of “Mornington Crescent”.  

“It doesn’t seem to have any rules sir” said one very 
miffed boy when yet again a member of staff concluded a 
round as the winner.  “Exactly” was the reply.  In the next 
round after a few stations had been named he piped up 
with “Mornington Crescent” and was grossly disappointed 
when instead of being awarded his expected victory was 
disqualified because he was adjudged to have breached 
Clause 3 of the Northern Line Protocol.

“But I don’t understand sir” he cried, “Exactly” was the reply.  

None of the staff expected or got a “night off”.  Fortunately 
it was only a matter of moments for me to take the short 
walk up the cobbles to “The George” and return with three 
pints of ”Ramsbottoms” before I was missed.  I am not sure 

Ready for the evening entertainment

Cleaning up

Team Photo 1996

Washing up: a new experience



if the boys ever noticed that the glasses managed to get 
refilled several times during the evening but if they did they 
never commented.  What goes on tour stays on tour!

On the first trip I was amazed not only by the wonderful 
scenery but also the boys’ complete indifference to it.  A 

generation who did not realise that milk came from cows 
or lamb chops from sheep.  The weather was diabolical, the 
sight of Andrew Al Rais, a substitute in the first game, slowly 
succumbing to hypothermia lives with me.  We managed to 
save him and he has gone on to heal the sick rather than 
be one of them.  As I watched the game, wearing two coats 
against the horizontal freezing rain I turned to a local and 

remarked “This weather!”  He replied “Aye lad it’s much 
improved.”  I said no more being a southern softy I could 
but only admire these hardy Cumbrians.  

Driving the minibus was a bit of a lottery.  One year an old 
bus bunny-hopped its way up the M5/M6.  I was recovering 
from a severe rugby injury to my knee and consequently for 
the whole week only drove on the motorway as it involved 
less clutch work.  This puzzled the boys as just before we 
went onto a motorway I would change places with Duncan 
and take over the driving.  Eventually James Kahn, overcome 
by curiosity, asked in all seriousness “Isn’t Mr Elder allowed 
to drive on motorways?”  The next year he proved he should 
not have been allowed to drive at all when he managed to 
wrap a new school minibus round the only lamp column in 
an empty car park in Bowness.

I miss my annual trip to Dent; sadly the Foundation has 
sold the building, distance and the advent of co-education 
rendering it no longer viable for school trips.  Nevertheless 
it did give me a taste for school trips and as I now approach 
my 30th of various kinds, (all acting unpaid!), I look back to 
how it all started, with a great sense of nostalgia, fondness 
and a wealth of happy memories. 

For the record the first tour comprised; Minesh Patel, 
Alex Defries, David Sims, Jonathan Blain, Robert Phillips, 
Andrew Al Rais, Jagdeep Sidhu, Ziggy Lichman, Uke Kalu, 
Mohamed Foustok, James Mason, Daniel Beckett, Shaunick 
Hathi, Matthew Cooper and Jonathan Rose.

Rodney Mason   
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The Belmontian

Down by the the river

Belmont - The Dent Years - continued

Thanks to Paul Mason for his 1996 Football Tour photographs

Junior Chapel




