
Whitefriar Memories
by Colin Smythe
Friar and Archivist

I joined the Whitefriars Club in May 1968,
proposed by the late Laurence (Laurie)
Cotterell. He had been my first contact on the
British publishing scene when I decided to start
my own company in 1965, and he had
originally thought I might be potential Hon. Sec.
material to succeed Arthur Coleridge, who had
held that position since 1947 when the Club
started up again after World War II.

Fortunately for me, by the time I joined,
Rodney Bennett-England had already been
brought in, ‘summoned’ as he describes it, by
the then chairman, H.A.Taylor, to organise the
Centenary dinner. I was later extremely
relieved that Rodney had the job as I saw what

difficult and time-consuming work it was. At the
time, the subscription was a pound a year,
somewhat cheaper than it had been in the
1920s and ‘30s, when it had been two
guineas.

I was elected, or co-opted, onto the committee
in about 1971, when Andrew Rice was
Hon.Treasurer, and Dudley Barker, who’d
succeeded H.A.Taylor (who had joined the
Club in 1920) as Chairman. I remained on the
Committee for twenty-two years, until the new
rules, updated by Allan Lennon during his
period as Chairman, permitted someone only
four consecutive years as a Committee
member.

By the time I was eligible to return to the
Committee I had taken over the running of
another club, which has monthly meetings
without speakers, and I felt that would be quite
sufficient to keep me occupied (as it has for
twenty years).

Since joining the Whitefriars, I have attended
over 150 of its events, and during that time I
became a great hoarder of material relating to
the Club, eventually giving it all to the Club’s
Archive in Reading University Library. What
follows is the result of recent searches of the
Archive, and making use of the Lists of
Members of the Club that I possess – for
1979/80, 1987 and 1993 – together with the
Club’s two most recent Attendance Books,
which between them cover over 85 years of the
Club’s history.

Earlier in the Club’s existence we had our
dinners at Anderton’s Hotel, 162-164 Fleet
Street, then at Dr Johnson’s House in Gough
Square on alternate Thursdays, with lunches
every Tuesday in its ‘Garret’ from October to
May.
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By the late 1960s our habit was to have
dinners at the Olde Cock Tavern in Fleet Street
on the last Thursday of every month during that
same period, with none during the summer
months. When I joined the Committee, its
meetings were held at the home of Andrew
Rice, our Treasurer, who always in those years
looked after the Attendance Book at the
dinners and collected the dinner money as he
did so.

I mentioned in an earlier note in The Whitefriar
(vol.7 no.1) that the Club’s Centenary dinner on
28 March 1968, (at which the principal guests
were: the Rt Hon. Sir Alec Douglas-Home KT;
Sir Arthur Bryant CH, CBE; and W.D.
Barnetson, Chairman of the Press Association)
was the first I had attended But the Attendance
Book proves me wrong: my first visit had been
the previous year, as Sir Robert Mayer’s guest,
in November 1967. His other guests were:
Kingsley Martin, former editor of the New
Statesman; William Emrys Williams, former
Editor-in-chief of Penguin Books; The Rt Hon.
Jeremy Thorpe MP, then leader of the Liberal
Party; and Peter Bander, later Peter Bander
van Duren.

In the first few years that I was a member,
speakers included Victor Feather, the General
Secretary of the TUC; Enoch Powell;
A.P.Herbert; Rupert Murdoch; Anthony
Chenevix-Trench (my headmaster when I was
at Bradfield College, who by the time he spoke
to the Club was Head Master of Eton); Richard
Ingrams, co-founder and editor of Private Eye
for many years, and until recently Editor of The
Oldie; C.P.Snow, a long-time member of the
Club; Horace King – Lord Maybray-King – who
had recently retired as Speaker of the House of
Commons, and whose study of
the Book of Job, Songs in the
Night, I had published while he
still held that office.

Other speakers included Sir Basil
Spence; Captain Jack Broome, of
the World War II Convoy PQ17 to
Russia fame, who had sued the
holocaust denier David Irving and
won a libel case against him;
Reginald Maudling; Michael Foot;
Tom Driberg; Sir Ralph
Richardson; and Lord Longford.
Enoch Powell, I remember, had
started with a very hostile
audience, but by the end of his
talk had won over not a few of
those present.

*******

The author and playwright, Warren Tute 
(1914-1989) became Chairman in 1975. He
had joined the Club in 1972, and he had
enthusiasm and, even more importantly,
contacts in high places. The first guest speaker
whom he got hold of, for the March 1975
dinner, was Sir John ‘Jock’ Colville, former
Private Secretary to the Queen when Princess
Elizabeth, and after that Principal Private
Secretary to Sir Winston Churchill during his
last term as Prime Minister.

Warren followed this coup by getting Airey
Neave, the WW2 hero who in January 1942
had been one of the first of the few to escape
successfully from Oflag IV-C prison camp in
Colditz Castle. Four years after his talk to us
he was assassinated with a car bomb in the
Palace of Westminster car park, in 1979.

Neave was followed by Woodrow Wyatt, soon
to be appointed Chairman of the Tote.

Our present Visitors Book starts with a dinner
on 4 December 1975 held at the soon-to-close
Constitutional Club, when Earl Mountbatten of
Burma, whom Warren had known while in the
Navy, came to speak. Lord Mountbatten was
assassinated on 28th August 1979 with
members of his family while on holiday in Co.
Sligo, Ireland, five months after Neave’s
murder in a car bomb attack in the Palace of
Westminster.

Following the Mountbatten dinner, guest
speakers included Frank Muir; Lord Goodman,
solicitor to the Great and the Good; William
Deedes, ex-PM Edward Heath, (at the 1976
dinner commemorating Sir Robert Mayer’s fifty
years as a member); Sir Robert Mark,
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Commissioner of the Metropolitan Police; Sir
Horace Cutler, Leader of the GLC; and then
Warren was able to get the Duke of Edinburgh
as the Guest of Honour at the Club’s 110th

anniversary dinner, held at the Press Club
(then situated in the International Press Centre
in Shoe Lane) on 16 March 1978.

There followed Katherine Whitehorn; Mr Justice
Sir Melford Stevenson; the Most. Rev. Stuart
Blanch, Archbishop of York; Robert Morley, the
actor; and Dr Keith Simpson, the eminent
pathologist. At Sir Robert Mayer’s 100th

birthday dinner, Sir Michael Swann, Chairman
of the BBC, was the speaker. The BBC had
taken over the running of the Robert Mayer
Children’s Concerts (which Robert had founded
with his wife Dorothy Moulton Mayer) in their
50th year, in 1973.

Warren’s connections made him an excellent
Chairman. He felt that the Club needed a major
boost and it was therefore decided that instead
of an annual subscription of a guinea we
should have a much larger one of £15.00 to
include two dinners (at £5.00 each) in credit to
encourage members to turn up more often.
This was discussed, and agreed, at an
extraordinary general meeting held at the
Garrick Club in 1978.

A number of members then resigned because
of this price increase. The one I particularly
remember was George Hutchinson, biographer
of Edward Heath, hitherto a
staunch member.

The late Dick Douglas-
Boyd, who proposed the
idea of one free meal in an
increased subscription,
remembers Eric Hiscock
resigning – but whether or
not he actually did, Eric was
described as an Hon. Life
Friar in the 1979-80
Membership List.

Laurie Cotterell had
introduced me to Eric (he
pronounced his surname
‘Hiscoe’), who wrote under
the name ‘Whitefriar’ for
Smith’s Trade News and
when it closed down, for
The Bookseller. He had
joined the Club in the 1930s
and took the Club’s name
as his pseudonym. Laurie,
writing to me in 1987, said
that it was ‘a nom-de-plume

he most impudently annexed, making
commercial advantage of his membership of
the Club’.)

Although the Club had decided on an increase
in fees, it was not yet ready to have lady
guests attending the dinners. We had had a
Christmas Cocktail party with lady guests in
1977 and a 1978 Ladies’ Luncheon at the
Waldorf, at which Katherine Whitehorn spoke.
But the first dinner to which lady guests came
since before World War II was that held in
honour of Sir Robert Mayer’s 100th birthday in
May 1979 – he was a strong proponent of lady
guests and members – and he brought Lady
Diana Cooper to it as his guest.

The next event attacking the male bastion was
the Shirley Williams dinner in May 1981, which
was attended by over 110 people with, I think,
lady guests outnumbering the men present.
Following the success of that event Warren, as
Chairman, and in spite of the misgivings of
some members of Committee, decided to
permit lady guests to all dinners, except the
Glee dinner, starting with the Baroness Phillips
dinner held on 25 May 1982.

The first five Glees, held each year in January,
were men-only affairs until the one in January
1988, which was opened to both sexes. Long
before, things had been different and ladies
had been permitted to turn up much more
often: at one dinner in 1926, the Club’s lady
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guests had included: May Sinclair, the novelist;
Lilian Baylis of Old Vic fame; the future Dame
Edith Evans; Dorothy Massingham, playwright
and actress; and Edith Shackleton (the
journalistic name of Edith Shackleton-Heald,
later to be intimately associated with the poet
W.B.Yeats).

When we could no longer use the Cock
Tavern’s first floor rooms, which were to be
redecorated/modernised – people have
mentioned a fire, but I have no recollection of
this – the Club moved to the Athenaeum.
Rodney Bennett-England, then Hon. Secretary,
noted in a press piece in March 1978 that we
normally met at the Athenaeum, but that the
Prince Philip dinner needed a larger venue –
but I remember only a few visits there, the
dinners taking place below ground level in what
was then known as the Ladies’ Annexe).

In March 1977 we were dining at the Mermaid
Theatre, soon after Sir Bernard Miles had
come to speak to the Club in November 1976.
We may have dined there in January, when Sir
Robert Mark spoke to us.

In the few months we were there, the Club’s
silver loving cup, which had always been
placed on the top table, with the box holding
the gavel and the statue of our Whitefriar, cup
in hand, trustingly left in the custody of the
Theatre, was stolen. In spite of
attempts that continued into the 1980s,
we were unable to get compensation
from the Theatre.

In 1978, we moved to the Arts Club in
Dover Street and the following year its
Secretary, Andrei Eldon-Edington, who
died in 2011, became a Friar.

Later speakers, and many of the above,
are listed in Echoes from Alsatia. When
I compiled the list of speakers and
priors for that volume, it started with the
Visitors’ Book then in use, as no one
seemed aware that the preceding
volume still existed. Recently, however,
I was delighted to find it in the Club’s
Archive at Reading University Library;
so we now have an almost complete list
of our speakers since 1900.

While in the first three decades of the
20th century the meetings took place far
more often than now, after WW2 the
Club’s meetings were few, unless
whoever was delegated to bring the
Visitors’ Book along tended to forget to
do so – it does happen.

A few names from the 1950s and early ‘60s
stand out: Milton Shulman; Aidan Crawley;
Bernard Braden; Fred Hoyle, if I read the
signature correctly; Peter Fleming; Lord
Denning; John Lehmann; Hugh Carleton-
Green, (about to be appointed Director
General of the BBC), Bishop Mervyn
Stockwood of Southwark, Lord Boothby;
Edward Boyle; and Timothy, later Lord,
Beaumont.

Looking through the first Visitors Book, I
noticed that in 1964 we held one of the
occasional EGMs to discuss the future of the
Club – in the past, EGMs seemed to occur
every ten years or so – though we’ve not
needed one since 2001.

In 1979, apart from Eric Hiscock, the Life Friars
included Cecil Rolph Hewitt, who occasionally
signed the book under his pseudonym,
C.H.Rolph; our ex-Hon. Secretary, Arthur
Coleridge, who had been in the War Cabinet
Secretariat, and was at that time Associate
Director of the Book Department of Reader’s
Digest; Sir Robert Mayer, who had been dining
at the Club as an occasional guest of his
father-in-law, G.M.Piper, for about a decade
before becoming a member in 1926; Sir James
Pitman, of the publishers, and a Director of the
Bank of England; and Reginald Pound, well
known for his biographies of: A.P.Herbert; Scott
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of the Antarctic; Sir Henry Wood;
Arnold Bennett; and Albert, the
Prince Consort.

Members then included John
Whitney (still a member); Charles
Brandreth, Gyles’ father, and legal
adviser to the Automobile
Association; Fenton Bresler; Lord
Chalfont; Squadron Leader Sir
David Checketts (Private
Secretary to the Prince of Wales
1970-78); Norman Collins, Deputy
Chairman and founder of ATV;
Lord George-Brown, the very
colourful Labour MP for Belper,
who joined the Club after
attending the Prince Philip dinner,
and had spoken to the Club in
November 1979; Lord (Anthony)
Greenwood; John Grist, a senior
figure in BBC; Sir Michael (later
Lord) Havers; and the Revd
Marcus Morris, founder/editor of
Eagle and Girl.

Also: Michael Rubinstein, of
Rubinstein Nash, libel lawyers
(who had acted for David Irving
when Irving sued me for libel in
1969, claiming a book I published
had brought him into ‘public
scandal, odium, contempt and
ridicule’; but he subsequently
withdrew the case); Donald
Trelford, then Editor of The
Observer, having been introduced
to the Club by Sir Robert Mayer;
and David Whitaker, introduced by
Laurie Cotterell – we had 100
members, the maximum then
permitted.

Soon after, we changed the rules
to allow as many members as the
age of the Club, not that it made
any difference – we were down to
85 in 1987, and about 90 in 1993.

In 1979 Warren was still chairman,
Rodney Bennett England was
Hon. Sec., Philip Cotterell
(Laurie’s son) was assistant Hon.
Sec. as, by this time, Rodney, who
had been Hon. Sec. since 1967
was flagging – these noble
workers do, after a time – and
retired at the 1982 AGM. The
Committee made him an Honorary
Life Friar as a token of
appreciation.

5

Friar Sir Robert Mayer’s 100th birthday dinner. Left to right: Friar

Rodney Bennett-England (Hon. Sec.), Mgr Mario Oliveri, Friar Warren

Tute (Chairman and Prior of the Day), Friar Sir Robert Mayer CH,

H.E.Archbishop Bruno B. Heim, Friar Peter Bander

Friar Colin Smythe with HRH Prince Philip at the Club’s 110th

Anniversary Dinner on 16th March 1978.



Mike Jenks soldiered on as Hon. Treasurer and
the Committee consisted of His Honour Judge
Joseph Dean, who had joined the Club in
about 1948, Leslie Farmiloe; Michael
Rubinstein; and myself.

Having been responsible for reviving the Club
in 1967, Archie Taylor was elected Prior
Emeritus after his retirement as Chairman. He
died in 1980, and Laurie was then elected to
that position (though no one thought to tell him
of his elevation for some months). Laurie was
another of our longest standing members,
having joined in 1950, maybe earlier. On
Warren’s resignation in 1982, he then became
Chairman, resigning at the AGM in 1987, when
he was created a Life Friar.

(The position of Prior Emeritus does not appear
in the rules, and has only been filled twice in
the last fifty years when the Club has wished to
show its ‘extreme gratitude’ to one of its
members. It is an unique honour, held for life,
and has been vacant since Laurie’s death in
2001).

Laurie was followed as Chairman by Lord
Montagu of Beaulieu, and he by David
Whitaker, and in succession by Alan Lennon,
Ivan Elliott, David Young, Mark Westaway,
Bryan Lincoln, Mary Baum, Terry Playle, Alan
Williams (who joined the Club in about 1988)
and now Sir Neil Thorne.

Our Hon. Secs following Rodney Bennett-
England have been Ivan Elliott; Keith Barwell;
Gerald O’Brien; Simon Elliott; Mary Baum; Jeff
Anderson (a long survivor) and, currently, Jean-
François Dor.

*********

Speakers from the 1980s who stand out – to
me at least – have been Lord George-Brown,
His Excellency Ke Hua, the Chinese
Ambassador (‘We will make a road of the
bodies of our dead, and march over them to
Moscow’ was a comment, still well-
remembered by Friar Richard Model – he
made at that dinner); the Duke of Westminster;
Nigel Dempster and Sir Geoffrey Jackson, the
British Ambassador who had been held captive
for eight months in Uruguay.

Also: Sir Peter Scott, who spoke to us on the
75th anniversary of his grandfather’s talk to the
Club on the eve of his ill-fated expedition to
the Antarctic; the Celebration Dinner at which
Katie Boyle (aka Lady Saunders) proposed the
toast to ‘Mere Man’ and Ian Wallace to ‘Sovran
Woman’; The Rt Hon. David Steel, then leader

of the Liberal Party; Rupert Allason, aka author
‘Nigel West’; David Frost; and The Hon Mrs
Justice Butler-Schloss, when the Prior of the
Day was her brother, Friar Lord Havers.

In the 1990s, the Club was able to get
speakers such as (in chronological order)
Terry Pratchett; Frances Whitehead, the
Managing Director of Mills & Boon; Friar
Donald Trelford; Frank Delaney; Joanna
Trollope; Robert Hardy; Lord Archer (one of
the relatively few dinners I didn’t attend); Roy
Hattersley MP; David Suchet; Edwina Currie;
and Kate Adie.

Speakers during the first decade of the present
millennium have included Sheridan Morley,
H.E. Dr Stanislaw Komorowski the Polish
Ambassador, Lord Brooke, Lord Puttnam, Lord
Tebbitt, John Bercow MP (before he was
Speaker), Richard Baker, Angela Rippon, Terry
Playle, Lord Rix, Nicholas Parsons, Ann
Widdecombe MP, Frederick Forsyth (who did
the Ukip no good at all with his speech), and a
further peerage of peers – Baroness Scotland,
Lord Stratchlyde, Lord MacLennon, and Lord
Pearson, while in the first dinner of 2011 Nigel
Farage breathed fire as leader of Ukip. Esther
Rantzen then inspired us, speaking principally
about the charity Childline, followed by such
illuminating speakers as Ion Trewin, the
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Literary Director of the Man Booker Prizes; Sir
Thomas Allen, the real-life inspiration of Billy
Elliot; the eminent historian John Julius (2nd
Viscount) Norwich; Peter Conradi (co-writer of
The King's Speech); Air Chief Marshal Lord
Stirrup; Major-General Julian Thompson (on his
role in the Falklands' War); the former
Ambassador to Qatar and to Tunisia, Stephen
Day; Desmond Swayne MP on being a
Parliamentary Private Secretary to the Prime

Minister; and the country's newest Field-
Marshal, and Gold Stick in Waiting in the Royal
Household, Lord Guthrie of Craigiebank,
speaking on the 1st Duke of Wellington.

Occasionally the Club has gone further afield
for its dinners: there have been occasional
Club summer visits to stately homes, with a
champagne-fuelled bus-ride to Woburn Abbey
and lunch at Flitwick Manor in 1989; to
Blenheim Palace in 1991, where we also
lunched (in the converted stables), thereafter
moving to Chairman Allan Lennon’s home in
Wootton-by-Woodstock for further
refreshments; and to Lord Montagu’s home in
Beaulieu, to explore the National Motor
Museum, and lunch there, in August 2002.

The Club also dined in 2003 at the House of
Lords, courtesy of Lord Montagu, with Sir
Michael Willcocks, Black Rod, as our speaker.
In September 2006 we visited and buffeted at

Sutton’s Hospital in Charterhouse, where those
attending were serenaded by the Thomas
Sutton Singers, with organist Graham
Matthews. Members were entertained at the
Menier Chocolate Factory in 2007 and 2009;
and we had wine-tasting dinners at the RSJ
Restaurant, courtesy of its owner Nigel
Wilkinson in 2006 and 2010.

There have even been day visits to look at the
Club’s Archives in the University of Reading,
which also included lunch at nearby hostelries
situated in almost undiscoverable villages. In
the middle of the last decade there were
lunches at Ye Olde Cock Tavern, but enjoyable
though they were for those attending, too few
turned up to make them viable, and they were
discontinued.

Ladies had been finally allowed to be members
of the Club in 1996. There had been postal
votes on the matter in 1990 and 1993 which
had failed, but the 1996 one succeeded, with
the proviso that members could not propose
their spouses. This seemed to have put a
damper on the idea, possibly because
members did not feel that their wives would be
too happy about their proposing other ladies for
membership.

Whatever the reason, although the change to
the rules was announced in October, no one
put up a single candidate for some months
until I proposed, first, Mary Baum, who was
elected by the Committee in February 1997
and came to her first meeting as a member at
the David Wickes dinner on 27 June 1997 and,
then, Maggie van Reenen, as her husband
David Whitaker could not, of course, propose
her.

Only then did other members start proposing
lady members. I thought it ironic that I, who
had been writing the anti-female member
manifesto on the occasion of each postal vote
(Ivan Elliott had been going to write the 1990
one, but backed out, and Gerry O’Brien
composed those in support of the ladies),
ended up being the one to propose the first
two lady members and to second Mary Baum’s
proposal for the third, her sister Sally Whitaker.

I would add here that following the years at the
Arts Club, in 1991 we started having our
dinners at the Savile Club, at first only
occasionally, and then more often as the
decade progressed, though we interspersed
them with visits to the Naval & Military Club
(‘The In and Out’) when it was still at 94
Piccadilly, the Reform Club, the Athenæum, the
Royal Overseas League, and once the House
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of Lords (as mentioned above), before making
the Savile our home in 2003. The Club’s
superb ballroom is hard to beat as a venue,
and we are most fortunate in being able to use
it.

I hope that these recollections do not appear to
be just a naming of names but our Club is
famous for its speakers as much as for its good
company and enjoyable dinners. People’s
memories blur or join together inappropriately
with other events, and having become all too
well aware that some of mine could have done
so, where possible I have double-checked all
my recollections against the documentary
evidence of the Club’s Archives. Sadly, Rodney
Bennett-England’s correspondence files are
lacking, as are Simon Elliott’s, but Rodney has
been able to prevent me making some
mistakes about the late 1960s period.

About five years ago, people were thinking of

how to celebrate the Club’s 150th anniversary in
2008, but it then dawned that someone’s
addition was slightly out, and that we had a
breathing space until 2018. Those
mathematicians can be comforted: a similar
event occurred when a Friar stood up at the
1911 AGM and asked what was going to be
done to celebrate the 50th anniversary in the
coming year. The ensuing discussion was
evidently entertaining.

In going through the Archives, I marvelled at
the amount of material that the Club is
fortunate to have from the 19th and early 20th

centuries, but I fear that the names of men
famous then would not strike chords now, and
mentioning those from earlier decades would
elicit too many ‘Who he?’ comments from the
present membership, hence my decision to
keep this article mainly to my time in the Club,
with only an occasional excursion into earlier
years. We have a history to be proud of.
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