
                                  If the cap fits.......

 One of the puzzling, even troubling, aspects of our lives is how habits, customs and 
fashions, which once seemed so permanent and enduring, can vanish into history almost 
without trace,  unnoticed and unremarked. This struck me recently when I saw in the 
Nostalgia section of the “Examiner” a photograph of some boys wearing school caps. How 
strange and remote in time they appeared. Yet at the same time I realised that I, too, 
probably belonged to the last generation of schoolboys who wore, indeed was compelled 
to wear, a school cap.

The boysʼ grammar school I attended throughout the 1950s was run on Stalinist lines. One 
strict rule was that boys had to wear the school cap  on journeys to and from school, even 
when they were in the VIth form. The headmaster would post school prefects at 
Winchester station in the morning to try and catch us getting off the train without our caps. 
No cap meant a detention, and a second offence probably a caning. Today such action 
would be a gross infringement of my human rights and my lawyers would go into 
meltdown.  Here I am (just) in the summer of 1956 being frogmarched into Winchester 
Cathedral to celebrate Founderʼs Day. As you can see an acceptable alternative to the cap  
during the summer term was to substitute a straw boater.  No thanks!  If I had worn that in 
my home village I would have been stoned.

All this flummery with caps and boaters was, of course, all to do with “tradition”. The school 
was founded by and named after a wealthy, but perhaps rather dissolute Elizabethan 



merchant, called Peter Symonds, who hoped to atone for his sins by providing an 
endowment for some alms houses for the deserving poor of the city and an education also 
for “poor boys”. 400 years later, by the middle of the 20th century, Symondʼs modest vision 
had transformed itself into a fee paying minor public school and home also to several 
hundred boarders as well as day boys, a kind of poor manʼs Winchester College, ( the 
presence of which just down the road was never acknowledged.)

Thanks to the 1944 Education Act, and because it also needed the money, the school was 
forced, very reluctantly, to admit village yokels like me who had passed the 11+, our fees 
payed for by the local authority.  And horror of horrors it was reclassed as a direct grant 
grammar school. Older members of staff who had been there since the First World War did 
not even try to hide their disdain for us upstart peasants. The fact that we were clever little 
blighters who always came top in the termly exams cut no ice with them. We had dared to 
overstep the class boundary. What a cheek!  Luckily a new generation of young teachers, 
fresh from serving in the war, had no truck with such outdated snobbery and were “on our 
side”.

In the 1970s another transformation took place. It became Peter 
Symondʼs College, a sixth form only college for mid Hampshire. And 
what a shock, girls were admitted for the first time. One of its more 
famous(?) recent alumni is a strange creature called Alexa Chung, 
whose picture appears regularly on the fashion pages, usually 
clutching a large handbag which seems to cost more than a 
Volkswagen Golf. How a piece of leather  stitched together with a zip 
can cost many thousands of pounds  is beyond my understanding. But 
if Alexa has one, then so do many other women want one too, no 
matter how daft the price. Another old boy, more to my taste,  is the 
comedian Jack Dee. He would certainly have fitted in with us in the 
1950s, the school cap perched at a ridiculously two-fingers-to-you  
jaunty angle as he paraded round the streets of Winchester.

Meanwhile my old school cap survives, although it has either shrunk 
with time, or more likely my head has got even bigger. It has become as much a curious  
historical object as, say, a horse-hair wig or a pair of spats, the wearing of which now with 
hindsight seems  to be rather absurd, if not down right comical. How my old headmaster 
must be turning in his grave. I wish!


