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A legacy still keenly felt 
was preparing for the Oxford scholarship the follow-

ing year, rather than be dropped, he stepped aside for  

another player, a story that remains legendary in   

Harrow lore. As Ben remarked, tongue firmly in 

cheek, “…in a school full of barbarians, such stories of 

sportsmanship are cher-

ished as much as those of 

theatrical brilliance”. 

     TR’s housemaster was 

Bernard Middleditch, 

whom TR later described 

as “lacklustre but charm-

ing.” His wife, who was 

responsible for meals, 

left a rather less favoura-

ble legacy: apparently 

the food was dreadful, 

and her insistence that 

the boys take a vitamin 

supplement called B Max 

earned “Parkites” the 

nickname “the B Max 

Boys.”  Ben told us that 

TR had been a vocal critic of the CCF, frequently com-

plaining in The Harrovian, the school magazine, that it 

was “frankly a tiresome and painful business that boys 

were expected to parade in uniform and march up and 

down the block.” He also reminded us of Geoffrey 

Wansell’s biography, which reveals that TR conducted 

an affair with Geoffrey Gilbey, the Daily Express    

racing correspondent, during his time at Harrow.  

     The tour took us to several rooms Rattigan himself 

would have known, including the bill hall in which he 

would have spent 30 minutes to an hour per day stud-

ying, and the library, which in the 1920s served as the 

dining hall. Along the walls and corridors  To page 3   
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O 
n September 18th, a dozen members of the TRS 

enjoyed a memorable excursion to Harrow 

School, and by happy coincidence our visit fell 

in the centenary year of Rattigan’s arrival at the school 

in 1925.  

     After coffee at Battels 

Café on the High Street, we 

crossed to The Park, Ratti-

gan’s former boarding house, 

where we were warmly  

received by current house-

master Ben Shaw. Founded 

in 1831 by Revd. William 

Phelps, who purchased the 

property for £200, The Park 

takes its name from former 

parkland landscaped by 

Lancelot “Capability” Brown 

in the 18th century. Today 

the boarding house accom-

modates around 70 boys, 

though in Rattigan’s day the 

number was closer to 50. 

     The Park has a long rollcall of distinguished alumni. 

Among them are poet Charles Calverley, Olympic gold 

medallist Guy Butler, HM King Hussein of Jordan, polar 

explorer Pen Hadow, and actors Benedict Cumberbatch 

and Michael Denison who, we were delighted to discov-

er, had been TR’s fag. 

     Ben explained how Rattigan’s legacy is still keenly felt 

at Harrow. Productions of his plays are staged regularly, 

and Ben himself has directed The Winslow Boy at The 

Park. However, TR is remembered as much for his sport-

ing prowess as his writing. A member of the 1st XI crick-

et team, he played in the Lord’s match against Eton dur-

ing his penultimate year. When his form faltered as he 

Nigel Howells  
reports in words and photographs on the visit to Harrow School. 

This photograph shows the newly refurbished Speech Room. 
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had been founded by Sir Kenneth Barnes in 1906, and 

the institution had produced many of England’s leading 

players.  Sir Kenneth was still Principal when I entered 

the Academy in 1952, and the teaching methods were 

not much different from those employed in its earliest 

years.  Sir Kenneth wanted his students to be ladies and 

gentlemen; the atmosphere was like a 

Finishing School for Gentlefolk. 

     “….But the theatrical establish-

ment, from RADA to HM Tennent, 

was soon to change, under the impact 

of a number of different events…  

Shortly after I left the Academy in 

1953, Sir Kenneth was gone, and so 

were the ladies and gentlemen.  A 

new and alarming breed of student 

suddenly appeared.  Three of them 

exemplify the change: Albert Finney, 

Peter O’Toole and Tom  Courtenay.  

They did not worry much about   

perfectly formed vowels or Standard English, and they 

stuck to their regional accents, mostly northern. It was 

as if they were training for a very different kind of thea-

tre from the one presided over by Binkie Beaumont. 

     “Beaumont was a great theatrical producer, but he 

had a flaw that was to prove fatal: he could not see 

around the status quo. For example, he did not raise his 

voice against the archaic official called the Lord Cham-

berlain, who still had to vet all plays.   

     “Beaumont’s own taste was for plays that were safe 

and comforting, and in which he could parade his stars; 

the classics were palatable because they offered such 

good parts to leading actors.  The theatre is too volatile 
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‘W  HEN I entered the theatre in 1953, the 

English popular theatre was ruled from 

an office at the top of the Globe Theatre 

in Shaftesbury Avenue. From his managing director’s 

desk at HM Tennent Ltd, Hugh ‘Binkie’ Beaumont com-

manded an empire.  He presented a great variety of 

plays, and believed passionately in 

star actors, elegant sets and costumes, 

well-tried formula plays and sumptu-

ous revivals.  All the leading actors 

on the day worked for him—John 

Gielgud, Ralph Richardson, Michael 

Redgrave, Edith Evans, Alec Guin-

ness, Peggy Ashcroft, Paul Scofield 

and a host of others.  He produced all

-star revivals of Shakespeare,        

Molière, Congreve, Ibsen, Wilde and 

Chekhov.  He presented the plays of 

Noël Coward, Terence Rattigan and 

Christopher Fry.  It was Binkie Beau-

mont who helped to make London’s West End theatre 

shine again after the Second World War.  The audience 

was middle-class and upwards, yet young people with-

out much money could see the theatre’s classics superb-

ly staged and acted. 

     “To enter this dazzling West End world, an aspiring 

actor had to be properly trained.  He or she had to learn 

to speak what was then called ‘standard’ or ‘received’ 

English—received with proper deference by those who 

did not speak it! - and it was necessary to move grace-

fully and to be charming. The Royal Academy of Dra-

matic Art produced something called the ‘RADA voice’, 

which implied a mannered artificiality of tone.  RADA 

From the archive:  
The West End in the 1950s 

An extract from ‘All The World’s A Stage’ (1984)  

by Ronald Harwood 
———————————————————————————-—  

This issue is reflective in nature:  
We are looking back at the TRS 
Oxford Conference of ten years 
ago; theatrical highlights of the 
mid-1960s; and first of all here is 
an extract from Ronald Harwood’s 
definitive history of the theatre, All 
The World’s A Stage, which, in its 
final chapter, looks back at the 
post-war world of Binkie Beau-
mont and the West End, before—
as we all know—things changed 
radically in the mid-1950s.  Ed. 
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name could be found, sharp-eyed Society members 

spotted it, prompting delighted exclamations all round 

and a fitting conclusion to our tour of The Park.   

     In the afternoon we were joined by experienced 

Harrow guide Anne Hall-Williams who gave us an illu-

minating tour of some of the main School buildings, 

starting with The Fourth Form Room of 1615 and its 

graffitied names.  

     We heard about the foundation of the School by 

John Lyon, a wealthy farmer, who died childless but left 

a substantial sum to provide free education for local 

boys: the lion on the Harrow School crest, along with 

the crossed arrows, originates from the family crest of 

John Lyon. 

     This was followed by the Memorial Hall, built to 

honour the 642 Harrovians who lost their lives in the 

First World War, a toll said to be more than that of any 

other English public school. Our next stop was the mag-

nificent Speech Room where Rattigan would have    

attended daily assembly, and until the opening of the 

Ryan Theatre in 1994, where School plays would have 

been performed. At this point, Anne reminded us that 

The Browning Version is believed to have been based 

on Rattigan’s Classics tutor at Harrow, JW Coke Norris. 

     The Chapel and Library, built by George Gilbert 

Scott, and magnificent examples of High Victorian 

Gothic architecture, were next. Both buildings have 

seen recent restorations and would have been much 

darker and gloomier in TR’s time. 

     Finally, we made our way to the superb 300-seater 

Ryan Theatre where The Rattigan Society, founded in 

1983 in honour of TR, stages a variety of performances 

each year, from small-scale productions often directed 

by boys themselves to larger productions where the cast 

is taken from across the School.   

     The day concluded with tea and cake, and huge 

thanks were conveyed to Ben Shaw and Anne Hall-

Williams, and to Martin for organising such an informa-

tive outing, offering fresh insights into Rattigan’s 

schooldays and the world that shaped him.   

a medium to be stagnant for long.  By the mid-1950s it 

was ready to take off again.” 

     Harwood then goes on to refer to Waiting For    
Godot opening at the Arts Theatre in 1955, directed by 

Peter Hall, and the following year John Osborne burst 

upon the scene with Look Back in Anger at the Royal 

Court, under the direction of Tony Richardson.  We 

know what happened then.  Mr Rattigan made a little 

bit of a fool of himself and found himself out of      

fashion.  Though, as many of us in the Society surely     

believe, Rattigan has had the last laugh. Ed.  

throughout the House were rows of photographs of gen-

erations of Parkites, several featuring Rattigan. A 1929 

house photograph drew particular admiration: TR, seat-

ed in the front row, is wearing 1st XI cricket flannels 

and the only boy sporting a Harrow straw hat (a privi-

lege reserved for senior Monitors), while his fellow   

Parkites are in standard school uniform. As well as 

cricket, TR was also an accomplished racquets player 

and we saw a splendid photograph of him alongside his 

best friend at The Park, Jimmy Stow. The pair, team-

mates on the house racquets squad, had triumphed in 

the 1929 House Championship.  

      

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

One of Harrow’s best 

known traditions is the 

carved name boards.     

Begun in the 17th century, 

boys inscribed their names 

into the wooden panels of 

the Fourth Form Room, 

the School’s first teaching 

room, and later we saw the graffitied signatures there of 

Peel, Sheridan, Trollope and Byron. When space finally 

ran out in 1847, the tradition moved into the boarding 

houses, where each boy’s name is carved into panelling 

on arrival at the House.  

     We saw the passage where generations of Parkites 

have carved their own names into the plaster on the 

walls. Although Ben was unsure whether Rattigan’s 

A legacy still keenly felt  
Continued from front page 

https://www.google.com/search?q=John+Lyon&sca_esv=764700c983d0c1df&sxsrf=AE3TifMK2KDVpAdxEDLtiLEwUQY81uR95A%253A1759271398511&ei=5lncaLKEH86TkdUPh_ai4AM&ved=2ahUKEwisjbOjzoKQAxU1QEEAHXN2KscQgK4QegQIARAC&uact=5&oq=harrow+school+crest+lion&gs_lp=Egxnd3Mtd2l6LXN
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some of the Terrys. 

     The programme  was 

outlined a year earlier in 

RVs 10 & 13  (by Decem-

ber 2014 fifty-two people 

had shelled out deposits) 

which are in front of me 

at the moment, and RV13 

has a quirky link to our 

Trinity times. By the actu-

al date the anticipation in 

this office was pretty 

high. 

     My personal memories 

start with the invariable 

hiatus when I have made 

all the proper arrangements and left nothing to 

chance to get to a particular place at a specified 

time. In the blink of an eyelid the departure 

board changed from A1 to Armageddon. (Ditto a 

few years later for my trip to the Broadstairs New 

Play Presentation - a silly fool killed himself and 

grandson driving round level crossing barriers. 

What route I took is lost in the mists but it was 

nine hours there and back. My return from the 

excellent In Praise of Love  at Richmond was sim-

ilarly cancellation infected!)  

Anyway, I got to Oxford eventually just in 

time to miss the opening session but in time for 

the rest of the show.  

I recorded the whole lot for the society but in 

fact I haven't bothered to go back and listen to 

these things since. Maybe I should. Maybe we all 

should.  But the whole weekend is beautifully 

written up by Alix Robertson in Rattigan Version 

15 - see https://tinyurl.com/TRSTRINITY. 

For me the best thing was the Society's spon-

soring of the attendance of ten drama students 

from around the country for a masterclass led by 

Ian Flintoff. If the French Award to drama 

A 
stonishing! A 

decade? 

Tempus, as 

they say fugits, but 

really. I can't accept 

that I'm writing this 

almost exactly ten 

years to the day since 

the Oxford Confer-

ence. Ten years! It 

seems about ten 

minutes, maybe ten 

days, I suppose at a 

stretch ten weeks, so 

clear are the memo-

ries. For newcomers 

I'm talking about a weekend conference, gather-

ing, symposium - call it what you will - yclept In 

the Footsteps of Rattigan, held at Trinity College, 

Oxford, devoted entirely to talking about Terry 

and sampling his works.  

Maybe the most important event in the Socie-

ty's history. 

Important? Well, I'm prepared to bet 1) no  

other programme has gathered so many Rattigan 

specialists in one place at the same time; and 2) no 

such intensive study of so many different aspects 

of Rattigan's work and life has graced any event 

before or since. Indeed, I found the experience so 

transformative that the effects remain today.  

Present were the two biographers, Michael 

Darlow and Geoffrey Wansell, and Holly Hill, 

who had done so much to encourage renewed  

interest in Rattigan largely from the same values as 

well, with all modesty, me. Add director and writ-

er Ian Flintoff, a Trinity alumnus, Alan Brodie, the 

current rights agent, Dan Rebellato, playwright, 

academic and authority on Rattigan - result, a 

speaker list par excellence. You felt by Sunday pm 

you knew the man!  No, strike that - you knew 

Looking back at those footsteps 
Some personal recollections by Roger Mills 

___________________________________________________________ 

Barbara Longford is presented with a bouquet by Clive 
Montellier, then the TRS Secretary, at the conference 

dinner in Trinity College, Oxford, on 6 June 2015 
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schools performing Rattigan plays has an inspira-

tion for me it was this session. And this is the 

quirky thing, he focused on a scene from The 

Browning Version. Nothing odd there, I hear you 

cry. True - except he did it twice, the second time 

changing the roles from male to female. In front of 

us a very different play seemed to appear.  

It was such a striking experience for me that I 

wondered if this might be the way to get round the 

programming difficulties of Browning. Original, 

interval and reversal. I don't think it needs any  

different direction—at least, it didn't seem to with 

Ian, it just changed. Are girls’ schools different? 

Don't know - except that a friend was sent to a 

prestigious girls’ grammar school on teaching prac-

tice and vowed she'd never go near such a thing 

again. (Or indeed teaching, as it turned out!)   

But what was this quirkiness, Millsy? Reading 

RV13 preparing this, I found a review by Geoffrey 

of a play by Steve Gough looking at what might 

have happened to the Crocker-Harrises after he 

moved to that next school. It chimed in for me  

because right from seeing the movie first, all those 

years and years ago, the notion that 'the Crock' 

would be of the slightest use in a school for 

'backward boys' seemed patently ludicrous. Now I 

find it unimaginable. It was surely an accident 

waiting to happen. Geoffrey sums it up: "as a whole 

Gough’s sequel is an interesting experiment but 

proves that sequels to masterpieces are very diffi-

cult to do indeed".  

Prequels too. Though that other accident wait-

ing to happen - the meeting of Andrew and Millie - 

has I think possibilities. Interestingly, Michael's 

biography tells us the idea crossed Rattigan's mind 

when thinking over possible Browning companion 

pieces. Geoffrey's review also reminds us that the 

Crock is a mere 40 - something too many produc-

tions seem to ignore. Maybe that's another reason 

for the Flintoff class to work so well.   

But it made me wonder - was part of Rattigan's 

genius to invariably choose characters at turning 

points in their lives? Just the sort of question I 

started asking more after that weekend.  

I know Barbara was stunned by the success of 

what was basically her own creation and deserved-

ly revelled in the silver service meal on the Satur-

day night. She deserved all the acclamation. We 

owe a tremendous debt to her. There is about 

Babs a determination— I'd go further and say 

iron will— that gets people, me included, to take 

on things we sometimes would reject or think 

beyond us if approached by anyone else. It      

certainly worked here.  

As for Trinity? On the second visit I was ever 

likely to make to an Oxford college (number one 

was Lady Margaret Hall for a wedding), the expe-

rience of the place itself was not one of having 

'missed out'.  I felt no envy for Rattigan studying 

there - my red brick, ecclesiastical flint, rein-

forced concrete (and in one case ex-Royal Navy 

barracks) academic development suited me down 

to the ground. 

Mind you, at 18 in 1971 it wouldn't have been 

on the radar; in 2015 frankly I felt I'd entered a 

bit of a time warp. I felt an outsider, intruder 

even, like Charlie Barlow when he was sent to 

'screen' that crooked - as it turned out - Oxford 

don for a UN ambassadorship (Barlow at Large, 

BBC circa 1972, I should think), I sensed the 

world of Lewis Eliot so superbly described by CP 

Snow. No doubt it's the old Inferiority Complex 

(see RV34 p7)  kicking in again… 

There was talk of a repeat, in fact I seem to 

remember being persuaded into some kind of 

agreement to help organise same, but then the 

pandemic interrupted and so many things were 

never the same again. We're older for a start.  

With hindsight maybe it's no bad thing that - six 

and out isn't a bad result.  

With hindsight, perhaps our 2015 event chan-

nelled some of the Rattigan zeitgeist of the time 

when Terry was perhaps as recognised and valued 

as he'd ever been since the glory days - something 

that seems, ten years on, a little bit on the wane.  

The big matter of regret is that so many of the 

people both at that conference and in the Society 

are  no longer with us, dear Denis Moriarty, bub-

bly Paddy Holland, ditto Rosalinda Zazzera (who 

I danced a step or two with at Paddy's funeral), 

irascible Adrian Brown, Stewart Robinson, Doug-

las Gordon - I could go on.  Cont. on page 7… 
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W hen he was a very youthful and mad keen theatregoer in the 1960s, 

your editor somehow found the time (and money—mostly birthday 

and Christmas money) to see nearly everything put on in London at 

the Aldwych Theatre by the RSC, and some of the productions in the early days of 

Chichester, when Olivier was forming his National Theatre Company, which subse-

quently moved to the Old Vic.  The Sixties seem, even now, to have been a golden 

age of theatre (as well as pop music), and this is a personal selection of six produc-

tions from the mid-Sixties, all widely acclaimed, and which deeply stimulated a 

teenage mind.  They banished all thought of pursuing any kind of adult life other 

than that of an actor—or somehow being involved in the world of theatre. 

     Beginning at Chichester in 1964, when I was taking part in a drama course     

organised by the junior branch of the British Drama League (all school holidays 

were spent this way—but the summer holidays featured a residential course away 

from home, which naturally added to the excitement) we had two visits to the new 

Festival Theatre, opened only two years before.  Shakespeare I was familiar with (I 

even conducted a weekly top ten of my favourite Shakespeare plays) - so I knew all 

about Othello - and seeing the great Olivier himself close up on that vast apron 

stage was mind-boggling.  He was totally unrecognisable, and his voice a whole   

octave lower.  He was swaggeringly majestic, even if his choice of ‘black face’ was 

hardly consistent with a Moor of Venice.  The cast included several who became 

stars later on, such as Maggie Smith, Frank Finlay, Derek Jacobi and Edward 

Petherbridge.  Both the production and the theatre itself thrilled me to the core. 

     I knew nothing at all, however, about the other show we were taken to see, 

something very grandly entitled The Royal Hunt of the Sun.  But what an eye-

opener.  Peter Shaffer the author, and theatre as I had never seen it before. Com-

plete spectacle—with the famous scene where Pizarro and his Spanish soldiers 

mimed the climbing of the Andes.  And then the opening of the huge symbol of the 

Sun God, Atahuallpa, played by a gleaming and statuesque Robert Stephens.  It was 

breathtaking. I saw a revival many years later and it wasn’t a patch on this Chiches-

ter production.  I was even in a production myself, at the Redgrave Theatre Farn-

ham in the late 70s (as Villac Umu, the Inca high priest).  Great fun, but no contest!   

     Turning to London, another of the most extraordinary theatre experiences of my 

youth was The Persecution and Assassination of Jean-Paul Marat as Performed by 
the Inmates of the Asylum at Charenton Under the Direction of the Marquis de 
Sade  by Peter Weiss, usually always shortened to Marat/Sade.  Glenda Jackson and 

Patrick Magee were outstanding as Charlotte Corday and the chillingly grotesque 

de Sade, and the whole supporting cast transformed themselves utterly into mental 

patients telling a story they barely understood. Among them were the likes of Fred-

die Jones, Michael Williams, Ian Richardson and Timothy West. It became quite a 

‘cult’ in our junior drama gang.  We sang one of the show songs—Marat, we’re 
poor / And the poor stay poor / Marat, don’t make / Us wait any more—endlessly.  

It’s still in my head now over 60 years later.   Continued on back page…  

Six hits from the Sixties 
An editorial retrospective 

From the top: Olivier as Othello; Robert Stephens and Colin Blakely in The Royal 
Hunt of the Sun; Patrick Magee and Glenda Jackson in Marat/Sade: David Warner 
as Hamlet; Nicol Williamson in Inadmissible Evidence; Ian Holm in The Homecoming 
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All missed by a Society that has from the start  

developed a warmth of comradeship that dissolves 

all barriers in appreciating the work of a great 

playwright. (Incidentally Denis' knowledge of the 

Cotswolds, on which he wrote, was so profound 

that he was able to identify for me - with another 

hat on - the location of a picture, John Cole's 

‘Three Abreast Galloping Horses’ roundabout circa 

1928, from an indistinct roofline.)  

As for the weekend, like the society, it's the 

people who've made it so valuable. Not the place. 

Let that continue.  

Author's Note: Thinking about this article it 
occurred to me to note that we are now at edition 
53 of The Rattigan Version. The earliest editions 
were four pages but we went up to eight with No. 
4, the tree planting at The Actors’ Church, then 
back down, but it's pretty well stayed at eight 
since RV10. What that means is, aside from the 

Conference, the Society has been responsible for, I 
estimate, around 306,000 words. Split, I reckon, 
about a third societal activities and the rest writ-
ing about Rattigan - call it 200,000.  That's a mon-
umental resource.  

Finding what I wanted to complete this piece I 
had to go through the lot - and on one stay-in-
doors-heatwave day I compiled an index. If you'd 

like a copy let the editor know. You might also 
like to guess which single play wins in the entry 
stakes.   

 

 

9.30-10.30 
TRINITY COLLEGE TOUR with Clare Hopkins,     
College Archivist  
 

Also 
MEMORABILIA, available in Sutro Room: Michael 
Wheatley-Ward 
 

10.30-10.45 
Coffee: outside the Danson Room 
 

10.45-10.50 
WELCOME:  Barbara Longford, Clive Montellier and 
Giles Cole 
 

10.50-11.20 
‘THE TRUE GENIUS OF TWENTIETH CENTURY 
ENGLISH THEATRE’:  Geoffrey Wansell 
 

11.20-12.15 
‘CROCKER-HARRIS AND MR SMITH’, Dr. Holly Hill 
 

12.15-1.30 
‘QUEER TERRY’: Professor Dan Rebellato 
 

1.30-2.30 
Lunch:  Cafeteria style, in Hall.  (Memorabilia availa-
ble to view in Sutro Room during lunch break)  
 

2.30-4.30 
‘POIGNANCY – WHY ARE WE HURT?   A Master-
class led by Ian Flintoff, assisted by Deirdre Flintoff, 
with TRS sponsored students from ten drama 
schools around the UK  
 

4.30-5.15 
‘THE CENTENARY AND BEYOND’: Alan Brodie 
 

5.30-7.25 
THE BIRTHDAY DINNER, in Hall.   
Toast to Sir Terence by Michael Imison  
 

7.30-9.30 
‘HAY FEVER’ by Noël Coward, performed on the 
lawns by The Trinity Players  
 

—————————————————————— 
 
9.30–11.00 
‘FIRST EPISODE’, a rehearsed reading of the play 
written during Terence Rattigan’s time as a student 
at Trinity College, by The Trinity Players 
 

11.00- - 12.00 
‘RATTIGAN – THE RADICAL’: Michael Darlow 
 

12.00  
CLOSING COMMENTS & THANKS, Denis Moriarty 
 

12.30-1.30  Optional lunch 
 

After lunch 
A WALKING TOUR OF OXFORD  
led by Denis Moriarty  
 
 

Looking back at those  

footsteps 
Continued from page 5 

For those who would like more of a 

taste—or a reminder—of the TRS Oxford 

Conference on Sat 6 and Sun 7 June 

2015, the programme was as follows: 

Ian Flintoff masterclass 
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Dates for your diary 
_______________________________ 

 

AGM & The Line of Beauty 
Saturday 8 November 2025 

The AGM will be followed by lunch and a matinée perfor-
mance of The Line of Beauty based on the novel by Alan 
Hollinghurst, adapted by Jack Holden, directed by Michael 
Grandage at the Almeida Theatre.  Booking complete. 

 

Christmas Drinks Party 
Saturday 6 December 2025 

Our Founder, Barbara Longford, has very kindly offered to 
host a Christmas Drinks party in her apartment in Kensing-
ton. Drinks, canapés and entertainment. 11.30am to 
1.00pm.  Booking to follow.  

 

The Rivals 
Saturday 17 January 2026 at 2.30pm 

We return once again to one of our favourite theatres, the 
Orange Tree in Richmond, for Richard Brinsley Sheridan’s 
sparkling satire of love and language directed by Tom 
Littler.  We shall have lunch beforehand at Bacco across 
the road from the theatre. Performance at 2.30pm. Book-
ing to follow.  
 

The Rat Trap 
Saturday 14 March 2026 at 3.00pm 

We shall be going to Park Theatre, Finsbury Park, to 
see Noël Coward’s witty first play which has been given a 
stylish period revival and lovingly revised by Bill Rosen-
field for its centenary year. We shall have lunch in a local 
restaurant beforehand. Booking to follow.   

The play was directed by the legendary Peter Brook, 

who of course was also responsible for an equally 

legendary production of A Midsummer Night’s 
Dream set in a brightly lit white box with trapezes 

and circus tricks for the magic elements. That didn’t 

happen till 1970, but I wouldn’t have included it in 

my Magnificent Six anyway.  To my mind then—

and now—it was too artificial, and frankly rather 

too pleased with its own cleverness.  But it was   

Peter Brook, so it was a sensation.  

     Fourth on my list—and these are not ranked in 

any particular order, except roughly the order in 

which I saw them—is David Warner’s Hamlet,     
directed for the RSC by Peter Hall.  Warner became 

an instant hero and I waited at the stage door of the 

Aldwych for him to autograph my programme, 

which I still have somewhere.  He was indisputably 

the Hamlet of his generation, the eternal angst-

ridden student with a long, trailing scarf round his 

neck, and a Hamlet with whom we all instantly 

identified, male and female alike.  No John Gielguds 

for us. David Warner was the man. 

     Nicol Williamson is now a somewhat forgotten 

figure, but he was an extraordinarily passionate, 

volatile stage presence, and in John Osborne’s     

Inadmissible Evidence he was perfect casting for 

Bill Maitland, a middle-aged solicitor whose life and  

self-respect are massively imploding. First seen at 

the Royal Court in 1964, it transferred to Wynd-

ham’s in 1965.  This, in my opinion, is Osborne’s 

best play, alongside The Entertainer.  Yes, lots of 

long self-indulgent speeches, but a bravura study in 

self-destruction, and a bravura performance to 

match.   

     Finally, Pinter’s The Homecoming, arguably his 

greatest play alongside No Man’s Land, both of 

which feature a mysterious all-male household with 

a huge despairing emptiness at its heart.  Pinter’s 

language is violently precise and stiletto-like, laced 

with dark humour, mischief and menace.  People 

often seem to think that Pinter should be played 

completely naturalistically, but his dialogue has a 

heightened and integral ‘performative’ or almost 

musical quality that takes it a step further than   

simple naturalism. The best productions understand 

and embody this, and the cast of Ian Holm, Michael 

Bryant, Paul Rogers, John Normington, Terence 
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Rigby and especially Pinter’s then wife Vivien Mer-

chant were perfect.  Again, no production since has 

matched it. I was also rather a fan of Ian Holm and 

wrote to him to ask if I could come round after the 

matinee performance at the Aldwych to meet him.  

In complete contrast to today’s security-conscious  

arrangements, I was shown straight through to the 

dressing rooms by the stage doorman and coming 

toward me along the corridor was another familiar 

figure, an elderly man in a brown suit, with a walk-

ing stick. It was Noël Coward, who had also been 

attending the performance. I may have been rather a 

forward and confident young chap, but I didn’t know 

what to say to The Master.  He smiled benignly and 

shuffled on past me.  And then, there was Ian Holm, 

in a white towelling dressing gown waiting to see 

who this annoying little schoolboy was, who was 

interrupting his downtime between shows. GC     


