                           Dulwich  Halford Hewitt notes     1982-2023

          In the afterglow of Dulwich’s success in reaching the final for the first time, few could have imagined that, forty-two years on, it would remain the high water mark of the Alleynians’ endeavours in the Halford Hewitt.   Yet whilst there have been many encouraging campaigns since then, the promise which blossomed during that memorable week in 1982 has never quite come to its natural fruition.   On ten occasions we have reached the quarter finals, and in three of those years gone one better, only to fall at the penultimate hurdle – a story of solid, sustained achievement which is reflected in Dulwich’s creditable position in the Anderson Scales.   But it is a source of continuing disappointment that the crowning glory has continued to elude us.
          In 1983 hopes were high that Dulwich might build upon the previous year’s performance and take it one step further; but in the event a set of unfortunate circumstances conspired to frustrate our ambitions.    The team of 1982 had been unchanged; but three of its members were unavailable, so two new pairings were introduced for the opening round against Bishop’s Stortford, which resulted in a decisive victory.  Over the next two days, however, a variety of factors produced no less than six further changes of partnership, almost all of them untried.   Given that success in foursomes team golf depends in part on the experience and cohesion of established pairings, this did not augur well; yet despite these setbacks Dulwich progressed with good wins over Eastbourne and Merchant Taylors before finally meeting defeat in a tight quarter-final against Rossall.   One of the successes of the week was a young Nigel Farage.   A newcomer to the team having just turned nineteen, he acquitted himself well, winning three times with two different partners and losing only at the 20th in the deciding game on Saturday afternoon. 
          Reaching the quarter-finals is always a respectable achievement; nonetheless, in the context of Dulwich’s trajectory in the Halford Hewitt, there was the sense that a pivotal opportunity had been missed and momentum squandered.    Early exits in the following two years reinforced this view before a revival in 1986 saw Dulwich narrowly defeated in the quarter-final by Malvern, the deciding game going to the 19th.   With four wins out of four playing top, Mike Kirby and David Rutnam proved as unshakeable as they had in 1983; they were ably supported by the successful first-time pairing of youthful Richard Smith and veteran Bob Deakin.
          Another five years would elapse, however, before Dulwich made it through to Saturday afternoon, although in 1989 there was a remarkable 5-0 win against Framlingham in which the combined margin of victory was by 30 & 21.   Standing on the 10th green, David Somerville and Geoffrey Eclair-Heath were 9 up when a helicopter began manoeuvring noisily overhead.  They generously conceded their opponents a tricky downhill putt for a half, thereby waiving the chance of a rare 10 & 8 triumph.   A scurrilous rumour had it that the helicopter contained Geoffrey’s wife, who was monitoring him to see that he did not spend more time on the golf course than was absolutely necessary – hence the concession.  
          In 1990 Dulwich gained a measure of revenge over Rossall for the painful defeat of 1983 with a 3½-1½ victory in Round 2, before going out to Liverpool 2-3 on Saturday morning; but momentum was building again, and the following year the Alleynians advanced further.   Perhaps significantly, the team of 1991 contained seven members of the side which had contested the final nine years before.    It was strengthened by the new combination of a resurgent Nick Owen and doughty competitor Nick Howe.   The campaign began with a convincing 4-1 victory over Radley, Kirby and Rutnam once again leading the way with a fine 4 &3 win in the top game.   A tight match against Haileybury in Round 2 went all the way before Dulwich squeaked through with the last putt in the last game on the last green at Sandwich.   Following a good win against the Accies on Saturday morning, the Alleynians reversed the previous year’s loss to Liverpool with a 3-2 win in the quarter-final.   Their 1-4 defeat on Sunday morning by Shrewsbury, the eventual winners, was closer than it would appear: one game went to the 18th, another to the 19th, with two undecided.   Reaching the semi-final again restored a heartening measure of self-belief to the Dulwich camp, and the tournament of 1992 was enthusiastically anticipated.
          Expectations in that year and the next were, however, sadly confounded by a conjunction of circumstances similar to those of 1983. In 1992 David Rutnam was unavailable; the following year Mike Kirby could not play.   This brought to a temporary halt their unbroken sequence of 31 games, which had garnered the staggering tally of 27 points.   David Somerville and Geoffrey Éclair-Heath, whose efforts had for so long been crucial to the team’s successes, played only one more game together after 1992.   Bob Deakin and George Melio’s productive partnership at the bottom of the teamsheet was prematurely ended by injury to the latter after 21 games together, the last nine undefeated and culminating in Dulwich’s sole victory against Rossall in 1992.   There was a distinct sense that the old order was changing.
          Hope flickered briefly in 1994 with a first-round victory over Charterhouse, Bob Deakin and David Somerville claiming the notable scalp of Martin Christmas and Peter Benka; but the spark was extinguished in a close defeat by Downside the next day.
          By 1996 there was fresh blood in the team, with only four veterans remaining.   All but one of the partnerships were untried, but the blend of youth and experience bore fruit as Dulwich whitewashed Westminster in the opening round.   This promising start was followed by sound wins over Glenalmond, Bradfield and Forest before a decisive defeat by Malvern in the semi-final dashed Dulwich’s hopes of playing on Sunday afternoon again.   Yet amidst the understandable despondency there was some good news to lift the spirits.  The new combination of Chief Patel and David Somerville had performed well, scoring 4½ points, and Bob Deakin had forged a strong partnership with Gareth Watkins, a talented player who would go on to build an impressive record for the Alleynians.   There was, in addition, cause for celebration: the semi-final marked an extraordinary milestone for Bob.   It was his 100th game for Dulwich over a period of 47 years in which he had not missed a single match.
          After two fallow years a welcome return to form saw the Alleynians book-end the start of the new millennium with a brace of quarter-final appearances.   In 1999 a convincing opening victory over Stonyhurst by 4½-½ was consolidated with impressive wins against Lancing and Repton before Dulwich once again met Malvern, their nemesis in the 1996 semi-final, on Saturday afternoon.   This encounter – a 2-3 defeat – proved far closer, with the game which would ultimately decide it going to the 19th.    Nevertheless the team’s strong showing, and the emergence of a promising new partnership between Mike Kirby and Mark Peters, who recorded four fine wins, nourished hopes for 2000.
          These were vindicated in a dominant opening victory over Gresham’s; and when Dulwich dispatched multiple Hewitt winners Shrewsbury and Eton in the next two rounds, prospects looked bright.   Yet in the event the Alleynians were unable to improve upon their performance the previous year, losing by ½-4½ to eventual finalists Merchiston, the score once again belying the closeness of the encounter.   With three wins and a half in the final game, David Somerville and Rupert Evans were Dulwich’s most successful pair. 
          Over the next five years the team’s progress seemed becalmed, drifting in the doldrums of Rounds 2 and 3.   Even a heroic effort by David Rutnam and Ruwan Nanayakkara against Haileybury in 2003, which went to the 6th extra hole before Rutnam closed out the match with a sublime punch shot with checkspin from the valley below the green, did not herald the hoped-for breakthrough, as Dulwich lost in the next round.    During this period there were, in any case, other matters of consequence and concern to occupy the minds of the OAGS.
          In 2001 Bob Deakin’s epic Halford Hewitt odyssey, played out over 52 years and 111 matches, finally drew to a close.   His contribution to Dulwich golf, not only in the brilliance and consistency of his golf, but - of equal importance - his sportsmanship, unfailing courtesy and the support and encouragement he gave to younger team members, was immense.  (Your scribe was proud and privileged to be his partner in many unforgettable battles; he was, and still remains, my inspiration.  Bob is now in his ninety-ninth year – still playing golf, and striving to improve!)
          Three years later, Tony Brewer, one of the great stalwarts of the side and captain of the finalists in 1982, made his last appearance in the tournament.   He remains one of a select band of semi-centurians, having played 51 games for the Alleynians.
          Another sad event in 2004, and one which had long-lasting repercussions for Dulwich, was the closure of the Star & Garter Hotel in Deal.   For over fifty years this had been the home from home of the team and supporters during Halford Hewitt week, and the scene of many a convivial evening.  The singing of the school song, the after-dinner humour, the shared experiences – all meant so much because they nurtured that vital esprit de corps between young and old, between current and former players and the SODS, creating a sense of belonging, of loyalty to a cause, which undoubtedly contributed to motivation and success on the golf course.   With the hotel’s demise something precious, irrecoverable, was lost.   The Alleynians were now homeless.
          For a while some of the Dulwich diaspora lodged at the Clarendon, but the dinners there never recaptured the atmosphere of the annual reunions at the Star & Garter; the departure of more old-timers, whose presence had for so long enriched the gatherings, added to the feeling of transition and change.    One such was Barry Lane, who retired in 2006 after 30 years of dedicated service as Honorary Secretary of the OAGS – a record period as holder of that office.    Not only was he an enthusiastic and devoted supporter of the whole gamut of Society activities, of which the Halford Hewitt was the highlight, but he brought to the table so much more, to amuse and divert - a seemingly inexhaustible supply of stories, jokes and limericks – as a kind of ex officio M.C. and purveyor of postprandial entertainment.
          Barry was succeeded as Hon. Sec. by Graham Curtis (2006-2013) and Duncan Anderson (2013-2023).   Both carried the mantle ably, stamping their own personality on the role and bringing to it their own ideas, enthusiasms and vision.  The OAGS thrived under their stewardship, and owes them a debt of gratitude for their valued service.   The latest incumbent, Peter Foord, has made a good start, and we wish him every success in the post.
          Dulwich’s campaign in 2005 once again began promisingly.   The powerful new combination of Chris Brock and Paul Kimber performed well, subsequently establishing themselves in the team as a pair with a proven record of success; Ruwan Nanayakkara and Matthew Aldous, who on their first outing together had been top scorers in 2004, developed into another reliable partnership, Aldous’s deadly putting complementing Nanayakkara’s fluent stroke-making.   They gained the critical point on the 20th in the 3-2 victory against Malvern on Saturday morning after Dulwich had progressed smoothly through the opening rounds with comfortable wins over Haileybury and Merchant Taylors.  But despite the Alleynians’ elation at beating a team which had proved their stumbling-block in the past, they were unable to capitalise on their success, losing 1-4 to Sherborne in the afternoon.
          The next two years proved disappointing for the team, but the OAGS was able to recognise and applaud the individual achievements of two of its members.   In 2006 Mike Kirby played his 100th game for Dulwich over a period of 45 years, becoming only the second Alleynian to reach that exalted pinnacle; and in 2007 Geoffrey Éclair-Heath, a long-time linchpin of the side with his magisterial iron play and bold putting, who had formed such a successful partnership with David Somerville, played his 57th and last game in the Halford Hewitt.   
          There was, moreover, another story to warm the heart: for those two years witnessed the emergence of a new pairing which would develop into one of Dulwich’s finest – that of Ameet Patel and Alex Charawani.   Ameet was already a seasoned campaigner and highly regarded team member, having begun in 1997; but during that period he had had no less than six different partners.   A keen student of the golf swing, his own was a joy to behold – classically perfect, with an unhurried rhythm and seemingly effortless power; his mastery of those most difficult clubs, the long irons, was frequently on show at Royal Cinque Ports’ 14th hole, where he would find the green with metronomic regularity.   Alex was a strong and accomplished golfer, but his work commitments had hitherto restricted his availability for the Halford Hewitt, and it was not until 2006 that he made his debut in partnership with Ameet.   It sparked a special chemistry, lighting a flame which continues to burn brightly for Dulwich today.   Their contrasting styles – the precision of the rapier and the physicality of the cutlass – proved a lethal combination and an intimidating prospect for their opponents, whom they dispatched in numbers.   Their first thirteen games together produced ten wins, two halves and a single defeat – foursomes golf of the highest quality.
          They were joint top scorers in 2010 – yet another year which promised much.   The team contained three new partnerships which initially gelled effectively.    After a comfortable opening victory over Framlingham, Dulwich showed that they were capable of beating the best, overcoming Tonbridge – winners for the previous two years – by 3 games to 2.   But on Saturday there were, for differing reasons, changes in the line-up which created three new and untried pairs.   This had an unsettling effect on the team, and they fell to Marlborough in the quarter-final.   
          Three years later the Alleynians bade a reluctant farewell to a hero of the Halford Hewitt side – Mike Kirby, who retired after a magnificent career spanning 52 years and 110 games.   Possessor of a sublime golf swing, his exceptional scoring record was all the more remarkable because for much of the time he played at the sharp end of affairs – leading the team out against the opposition’s top pairs.   Modest about his own achievements, he was generous towards others and set a fine example in his personal comportment, aspiring to the Corinthian ideals of fair play and respect for his fellows both on and off the golf course. 
          In 2014 a team with plenty of experience, under the wise guidance of veteran Hewitt warrior and non-playing Captain Nick Howe, made a good showing, reaching the semi-finals for the first time since 1996.  After straightforward opening victories over Brighton and Aldenham, they enjoyed a rare triumph against Watsons before defeating Oundle in a close contest on Saturday afternoon.   They were unable to extend their run, however, bowing out the following morning to eventual winners Merchiston.   The sole victors for Dulwich in that match, Ameet Patel and Chris Cowen, trounced their opponents by 7&5 in an unusual game in which Ameet was the only one of the four whose surname was not Cowen or Cowan.  The team’s natural disappointment was tempered by the encouraging performance of two young newcomers, Hugo Ashvu and Felix Truckel, who scored 4 out of 5 points on their first appearance.
          During the years which followed, though, the promise of 2014 became a distant memory as, with the exception of 2017, Dulwich failed repeatedly to survive the first round of the tournament.   In that year, having thrashed Taunton 5-0 in their opening match, they suffered a cruel misfortune in the deciding game of a finely-balanced encounter with Canford on Friday.   Roger Kelly and Simon Anthony played the last four holes at Royal Cinque Ports in one under par, including a rare 3 on the 16th, and were all square reaching the 17th green when Canford pulled off a miracle stroke, holing a blind shot from behind a sand dune for a birdie which eventually proved decisive.  
          There was further cause to reflect during this period with the departure from the scene of the last two members of the 1982 side.   Having become Dulwich’s third centurian in 2014, David Somerville made his 103rd and last appearance two years later.   A formidable competitor with a comprehensive knowledge of the Royal Cinque Ports course and excellent all-round game, he was a long-standing mainstay of the team, featuring in its most successful campaigns.   With Geoffrey Éclair-Heath he formed one of its greatest partnerships, and shares with him the distinction of being the only Alleynian to have scored a point in a Halford Hewitt final.
          And in 2019 the OAGS witnessed the swansong of David Rutnam, who bowed out after a distinguished career covering 55 games.   His lissom swing was a pleasure to watch and devastatingly effective: his points average remains the highest of any Alleynian.  His long partnership with Mike Kirby was Dulwich’s finest, yielding an astonishing success rate of nearly 80%. 
          The loss of three elder statesmen from the team within a few years undoubtedly had a bearing on its composition, and perhaps on its confidence; but a more likely determinant in its lack of success was the overall improvement in other schools’ performance.   Sides which in the past Dulwich would have expected to beat fairly easily had become awkward opponents, capable of causing an upset – which happened on several occasions. 
          Nearly a decade had passed since the team’s semi-final appearance in 2014 when there was, at last, a welcome return to form and an encouraging run in the tournament.   In 2023 a largely young side, managed by experienced Hewitt campaigner Roger Kelly, recorded comfortable wins against Wellingborough, Felsted and St Pauls before losing in the quarter-finals to serial winners Loretto, whose present dominance seems unshakeable.   Playing in the key position of fifth pair, Patel and Charawani were undefeated; and there were also pleasing displays by Chris Cowen and newcomer Guy Tillson, as well as Freddie Neden and Jonathan Swinney.   The latter was a mature recruit to the team, but has already established an impressive scoring record, with 8½ points from ten games.  
          The OAGS, team and supporters had good reason to be delighted with Dulwich’s showing, allowing themselves to hope that the tide had finally turned for the Alleynians, and that a new dawn is breaking for them on the Kent coast.       
          
          
          
           
           
          
                  
                           

