                             Dulwich  Halford Hewitt notes   1924-1982

     Dulwich may not have won the Halford Hewitt yet, but the alma mater of P.G.Wodehouse and Peter Oosterhuis surely deserves a place in the affections of golfers everywhere.    With a handicap in the mid teens, the creator of Jeeves and Wooster was never a candidate for the Dulwich team; but he understood the game as well as anyone, and in The Clicking of Cuthbert and The Heart of a Goof   made a brilliant contribution to its literary canon.  These two volumes of short stories, published either side of the Hewitt’s inception, contain some of Plum’s finest comic writing, and continue to enchant us with their souffle-light humour and timeless insights into that most perplexing of phenomena, the golfer’s psyche.  
      The preface to The Heart of a Goof (1926) is signed from “The Sixth Bunker  Addington”; by then Wodehouse was a member of the club.  He was in London for a time during 1923; whether he was present when the idea of a Public Schools’ golf tournament was mooted is a matter for tantalising conjecture. 
     In a stellar career Peter Oosterhuis, the Halford Hewitt’s most distinguished alumnus, won twenty-seven professional tournaments worldwide, topped the European Tour’s Order of Merit four years in succession (1971-1974), led the 1973 Masters with nine holes to play, and was twice runner-up in the Open Championship.  His record in the Ryder Cup was equally impressive, and included two victories over Arnold Palmer.   In 1968, already a seasoned Walker Cup player but making his first and only appearance at Deal, he and partner Bob Deakin gained Dulwich’s sole point in a 4-1 third round defeat with a fine 4 & 3 victory over Wellington’s top pair.
     There can be little doubt that the Halford Hewitt acted as midwife to the Old Alleynian Golfing Society, coaxing it into existence less than a year after the inaugural tournament.    At its formation, on February 9th, 1925, the minutes of Hon. Sec. W. Arthian “Beetle” (later Lord Justice) Davies record that “It was decided to enter a team for the Halford Hewitt Cup, only if a sufficient number of low-handicap players could be found in time.”   It remains something of a mystery, then, that this aim was not fully achieved for another decade: at the Society’s Spring Meeting that year there were six players with handicaps of 2,3,3,3,4 and 7.  Their ranks were soon strengthened by the appointment, in 1926, of a new captain, S.H. Fry.  Playing off scratch at the age of 57, Fry was clearly an expert at holing balls.  But he also excelled, sometimes, at not holing them.   For he was English amateur billiards champion eight times, making the then record break of 236 in 1913.   Of more interest to the OAGS were his golfing achievements: he was runner-up in the Amateur Championship of 1902 (a feat which earned him a mention in PGW’s story “A Mixed Threesome”) and also in the Irish Opens of 1900 and 1907.   Dulwich did enter the 1926 Halford Hewitt, but despite Fry’s presence were unable to field a side, and first-round opponents Aldenham were given a walkover.  Sadly, by the time the OAGS eventually managed to assemble a team nine years later, their best player was no longer quite the force of old.   Nevertheless, in that first appearance, at the 1935 tournament, the Alleynians “came near to immortal glory” (as one journalist put it) by almost unseating Watsons, the previous year’s runners-up.  “David had given Goliath a most unpleasant shake.” 
     Despite this promising start, Dulwich remained winless for three years.   In 1938, though – perhaps in response – a sudden sense of purpose seemed to grip the OAGS: judiciously placed advertisements swelled the membership, a Society tie was introduced, trophies were presented, matches arranged against other schools.   And in the Hewitt a first victory was recorded – against Oundle, by 3&1/2 - 1&1/2   This success may also have owed something to the fact that the team now contained, unusually, two former England cricket captains.   Even more improbably, they were brothers, the only siblings ever to have held that exalted office – A.E.R. (Arthur) and A.H.H. (Harold) Gilligan, captains in 1924-5 and 1930 respectively.
     In the immediate post-war period two newcomers – albeit battle-hardened campaigners - added depth and consistency to the team.   A.L.”Bogey” Smith had flown Lancasters for Bomber Command; Dick Sellick had a tin leg, but compensated for it with a superlative short game.   Together they proved a devastating combination, winning their first six games and underpinning Dulwich’s breakthrough in reaching the quarter-finals for the first time in 1948, a feat repeated the following year.   Smith would go on to play 37 times for the school, remaining a stalwart supporter all his life; but Sellick’s sudden death in 1954 was a great loss: he had played 16 games with a success rate perhaps as high as 84% (some records are incomplete.)   By then he had formed a hugely successful partnership with a talented 23-year-old who had joined the side in 1950.   Few could have predicted at the time that this would mark the start of a quite extraordinary Halford Hewitt career for Bob Deakin – although there was a striking indication of his potential in 1953 when he and Sellick, four down standing on the 12th tee at Royal St George’s, won the next six holes to beat Wellington’s Frame and Lough by 2&1. 
     Yet despite the subsequent addition to the team of Mike Kirby, an equally gifted young golfer who would go on to great things, it would be another quarter of a century before Dulwich reached another quarter-final.  There were encouraging signs when the Alleynians won the Grafton Morrish in 1971 with a blend of experience and youth; and with more fresh blood in the team by 1975 the omens were good.   Serendipitously, that year marked the golden jubilee of the OAGS, and following a comfortable opening victory over Rossall, Dulwich dispatched the holders Charterhouse in Round 2, Nick Tremayne finishing the deciding game with a long putt on the 19th at Royal St George’s.  (Prior to the start of the tournament these two defeated schools had confidently planned a dinner together on Friday evening in which the losers of their anticipated match would foot the bill; it must have been more of a wake.)   Dulwich continued to progress through victory over King’s, Canterbury before finally falling to Merchiston by 3-2 on Saturday afternoon in a gripping match in which two games went to the 19th.   Jeremy Brewer and Bruce Rankine, an untried pair playing top, were the unexpected heroes of the campaign, recording four wins against stiff opposition.    The OAGS minutes celebrated Dulwich’s best performance to date, expressing the belief that “we now have a team that could win this competition.”  And in 1976 another successful campaign ended again in a narrow quarter final defeat.  Dulwich’s stock was rising.
     The team of 1982 contained a strong nucleus of experienced golfers.   Bob Deakin, Mike Kirby, Geoffrey Éclair-Heath and Tony Brewer had won the Grafton Morrish, and these four, plus David Somerville and Jeremy Brewer, were part of the successful 1975 and 1976 sides.  Relative newcomers Jeremy Hall and George Melio, and first-timers David Rutnam and Nick Owen completed the selection.   Tony Brewer was captain.  Halford Hewitt week was blessed, for the most part, with glorious weather – blue skies and just enough breeze to keep the golf honest.   It coincided, memorably, with another contest -  an altogether more chilling event which brought a sobering sense of perspective to the sporting encounter on the Kent coast: the Falklands War.
     There was general surprise when Dulwich crushed Fettes 5-0 in the opening round, Mike Kirby and David Rutnam leading the way with a fine one-hole victory in the top game against Steel and Vallis – the first of many for what would become the Alleynians’ most successful partnership.   For young Rutnam it was a baptism of fire, in which he showed early signs of exciting promise.
     On the Friday Dulwich narrowly edged a tight match against Bradfield.  The deciding game, a titanic struggle between the strong pairing of David Somerville and Geoffrey Éclair-Heath and their equally tenacious opponents Garrett and Tod, went all the way to the 21st , where Éclair-Heath sealed victory with a 30-foot putt down the slope for a birdie.
     The encounter with Shrewsbury on Saturday morning was notable for a curious meteorological intervention.   The wind had dropped, and a sea mist enveloped the players as they headed out along the shore.   At this stage Shrewsbury, who had not dropped a point in the tournament thus far, were in command of the match, leading in nearly all games; but by the time visibility eventually improved around the turn, this situation had been reversed, and Dulwich went on to win 4-1.   It seemed that the Alleynians played better when they could not see where they were aiming. 
     By the afternoon, perhaps ominously in light of the above, the sun had come out; and in the quarter-final Dulwich faced Eton, a school they had never beaten.   As the match came to the closing holes it seemed likely that this uninspiring record would be extended; but with a 20-foot putt at the last Bob Deakin and George Melio staved off defeat, winning their game with a par at the 19th.   Nick Owen and Tony Brewer concluded affairs with a fine chip and putt at the 18th for a 2-hole victory.   For the first time in their history the Alleynians had reached the sunlit uplands of Sunday morning.   
     The elated team and supporters retired to the Star & Garter for what promised to be a memorable evening.  
     Dulwich’s association with the hotel on the seafront went back to the 1950s, when the minutes first recorded that “Reservation made at the Star & Garter Hotel – 16 beds with two extra if required.   Three days to be guaranteed at 23/6d per day, Clos de Conte on order!”   It was a delightfully idiosyncratic old building with a bewildering labyrinth of rooms, corridors and stairs; in one bedroom a sizeable pipe emerged from the wall, only to do a U-turn and vanish back into it as if it didn’t like what it saw.  To gain access to the topmost room the occupants had to haul themselves up on a rope.  The hotel’s quirky charm soon made it a favourite haunt, and over the next half-century the Alleynians came to regard it as their personal fiefdom during Halford Hewitt week.   That annual gathering also began to include a motley group of followers who, according to the minutes, “attended in the guise of trainers, supporters, drinkers, etc.”   Their numbers swelled, and they eventually coalesced into the SODS – the Supporters of Dulwich Society.
     The scenes which unfolded there are now cherished memories.  After a Dulwich win the atmosphere in the small bar would be one of boisterous excitement; on the evening of April 3rd, 1982 it was rapturous.  We were in the semi-finals!  Backs were pounded, hands pumped, younger team members feted as heroes, while the SODS generously provided a seemingly inexhaustible supply of drinks.   As always the pre-ordained time for dinner soon passed, which of course allowed for more refreshment and the rehearsal of now legendary exploits – “That putt must have been all of forty feet!”  
     At last everyone was assembled in the dining room, and - to the alarm of some newer hotel staff – the school song Pueri alleynienses was roared out with celebratory gusto.   The starter of choice – Deal dabs - was served, and the meal began.   After coffee and port, the Captain rose to announce the team for the morrow.   On the eve of practice day this would follow a time-honoured tradition: “Deakin plus nine!”  But there was no need to change a side which was unbeaten; so, with the staff gently ushered out, it was time for entertainment.
     We were fortunate to have in Barry Lane a Secretary of singular wit and geniality, who as usual regaled us with his rich fund of anecdotes and limericks; and for many years two old-timers, Bogey Smith and Jack Blanch, had also enlivened the company with their presence.   The latter was known for his irreverent humour, the minutes of 1960 noting that his “conversation reached a very high standard – or was it low?”   On this occasion he was in imperious form with his much-loved tour de force “The Bosun”, a wonderfully scabrous tale in those days before the scourge of political correctness. 
     These were very special times for Dulwich.   The mixing round the dinner table of old and young, of team members and SODS, united in a common endeavour and buoyed by the heady taste of success, created a sense of continuity and belonging, a powerful esprit de corps which translated itself readily on to the golf course.
     Sunday morning dawned bright and clear, with a gentle onshore breeze, and perhaps more comfortably than had been expected, the Alleynians won their semi-final against a strong Malvern side by four games to one.
      After lunch, preparing to go out for the final against Charterhouse, Bob Deakin bumped into David Rutnam.   “I’ve been waiting for this moment for thirty-two years,” said Bob; to which David replied: “I’ve been waiting for it for four days.”  
     Much as Dulwich relished the forthcoming contest, however, an unbiased observer would surely have made the Carthusians favourites.   The tournament’s progenitors and most successful team were the previous year’s runners-up, and had won no less than twelve finals out of the eighteen they had contested; in Peter Benka and Martin Christmas they had, moreover, two former Walker Cup players.   The odds appeared to be stacked against their opponents, who as novice finalists were in completely uncharted territory.
     But the Alleynians did not see it that way.   In Bob Deakin and Mike Kirby they possessed two golfers of rich experience and consummate ability; their side had a well-balanced blend of youth and maturity and, having come through a tough quarter of the draw with flying colours they were full of confidence and self-belief: “We felt we could beat anybody” was a commonly shared sentiment.   Their spirits were further lifted by the presence of the SODS who, thrilled with the news of their team’s groundbreaking progress, had descended on Deal in numbers to lend their encouragement.
     The golf course was in immaculate condition and bathed in warm sunshine,  larks carolling in the spring air.  It was a prospect to rejoice the heart of any golfer; and with hopes high and the scent of battle in their nostrils Dulwich embarked on their greatest adventure.
     One of the joys of foursomes matchplay golf is its unpredictability; and in the match which followed the momentum swung first one way, then another.   In the top game Dulwich’s first pair of Kirby and Rutnam, who had set a tremendous example with an unbeaten record to that point, were all square with Benka and Hughesdon after twelve holes, but faltered slightly for the first time and were unable to recover, losing on the 16th.   In the bottom game Charterhouse were always in control, easing to victory by 5&4.
     Midway through the afternoon, with the sea breeze freshening, it seemed as if the occasion might be proving too much for Dulwich, and that their opponents’ greater experience would inevitably tell; yet this was far from the case, for it was the Carthusians who began to buckle over Royal Cinque Ports’ testing home stretch.   In the third game, David Somerville and Geoffrey Éclair-Heath were three down at the turn to Royds and Quick but, with admirable resolve, produced their best golf to win five holes out of six from the 11th.   At the 17th one of Somerville’s trademark fizzing chips from the back of the green pulled up next to the hole for a tap-in par and victory by 2&1.   Meanwhile Nick Owen and Tony Brewer in the game behind also showed their mettle in overcoming a three-hole deficit against Scott and Goodliffe, who were unable to match Dulwich’s par at the 18th and thereby forced into extra holes.
     It was a different story in the second game, where some fine putting by Bob Deakin had enabled him and George Melio to gain an early dominance over Christmas and Braddon, and they were three up after six.   At the next three holes they had decent chances to extend their lead, but failed to capitalise on them, and, as so often happens in such circumstances, came to rue it.   The Carthusians began to work their way back, but with Deakin conjuring an exquisite chip from the swale to the left of the 16th  green for a half in four, and the 17th also halved in par, Dulwich still had a 1-hole advantage standing on the 18th tee.    Agonisingly, their approach shot from the rough almost reached the top of the bank at the front of the green before rolling back down again, and they were unable to match their opponents’ par.
     And so, under the gaze of spectators on the crowded clubhouse balcony, further drama unfolded as the remaining two games went down the 19th.  In the first the Alleynians escaped with a half in four after Melio putted close from off the green; at the next hole it was Charterhouse’s turn to scramble, Christmas saving par with a delicate chip from behind a mound.   In the game behind,  captain Tony Brewer holed a 15-foot putt for a half at the 19th to save the match for Dulwich.  
     But with the evening chill setting in, their challenge finally began to weaken.   In the left rough from the tee on the 21st, the Alleynians struggled, and ultimately failed, to make five; at almost the same moment their pair behind, finding trouble down the right of the 20th, had also yielded.   Dulwich’s glorious run was over at last.    The final score, 4-1 to Charterhouse, did not truly reflect the closeness of the contest which might, in the end, have gone either way.
     Defeat, especially in the Halford Hewitt final, is a bitter pill to swallow; but as time began to take the edge off their disappointment, the Alleynians were able reflect with pride on their achievements in a memorable week, and find consolation in the knowledge that they had fought their best campaign to date and given their supporters plenty to cheer about.
     As Peter Ryde wrote in Country Life: “Between the 10 of them they gave an impressive performance, and other schools should be warned that another candidate has joined the ever-widening circle of those who can win the event.   Peter Oosterhuis would have been proud of them.”

     
     
     

