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School children disassembling a field gun; rowers knitting; academics 
dancing. Welcome to the enrichment programme, says Anna Selby

secret 
societies

Lottie takes the male 
lead in a school 
production of 
Tristan and Yseult. 
Sam learns how 

to build a kit computer from 
scratch. Emily joins Greek club. 
Christopher embraces debating 
and ends up interviewing a 
Cabinet minister visiting school.

These are examples of the 
kinds of extra-curricular activity 
that keep the Independent school 
industry buzzing and alive. With 
the vast programme of social and 
cultural enrichment that’s going 
on, the timetables of Independent 
school children are not for the faint-hearted. But 
this is not about activity for activity’s sake. In our 
schools, there is a profound belief that enrichment 
matters, and that the extra curricular programme 
should extend way beyond examinations and 
purely educational matters.

This school of thought says that education 
should provide children with opportunities to 
be challenged, creative, physical, spiritual, even 
– gasp! – have fun. And this makes sense on two 
levels. Firstly, all this will create a happier, more 
confident child and, secondly, that child will 
perform more successfully in every aspect of school 
life, including the dreaded exams. So while parents 
may pore over grades and reports, they should also 
consider what schools have to offer their children 
beyond the classroom. Those clubs and societies 
that fill their ‘spare’ time may actually be teaching 
them different lessons for life – leadership, new 
skills, confidence, tenacity, team spirit and 
courage. Qualities that they will need and use to 

eXtrA-cUrricULAr
s

succeed from day to day, at home and in business.
They can also create a balance. It is all too easy 

to play to our strengths at any age and leave whole 
areas of life unexplored because they’re too difficult 
or seemingly irrelevant. Dr Anthony Seldon, 
Master of Wellington College, has created the 
‘Enrichment Octagon of Opportunity,’ linking the 
school’s clubs and societies to what he describes 
as the eight ‘aptitudes’ – social, personal, moral, 
spiritual, physical, cultural, logical and linguistic – 
all of which should be developed. Brynn Bayman 
is Master in Charge of Enrichment at Wellington 
and he runs 52 completely varied clubs in total.

‘Anthony Seldon’s vision is to keep everyone 
trying new, different things,’ he says. ‘At the 
beginning of the school year we have Carnival 
that works like Freshers’ Week at university. 
There are jugglers, dancers, candy floss and stalls 
for all the clubs selling their activities. Everyone 
goes and it gets them thinking out of the box. We 
encourage them to try something they wouldn’t 

normally do – rugby players knitting, 
academics dancing. It broadens 
their horizons. There are three 
enrichment afternoon slots and one 
in the evening and we have all the 
traditional boarding school clubs – 
bridge, drama, Christian club. One 
of our most traditional is also unique 
to Wellington – we performed it last 
year in front of the Queen at Earl’s 
Court – and it requires disassembling 
a field gun and running with it. 
It’s a crew of eight boys and it’s 
very dangerous and exciting. But 
other clubs are far from traditional. 
We have American football, rock 
climbing, Master Chef – students 

cook a meal and a celebrity chef comes in to judge. 
Then there’s the very popular acrobatic dance club 
that recently appeared at the Royal Albert Hall.’ 

Dance of all kinds is becoming increasingly 
popular. At City of London School for Girls, for 
instance, Zumba has had a big following since it 
was introduced two years ago. Elise, 18, says, ‘We 
have it before school and it’s so upbeat it sets you 
up for the rest of the day. It starts at 7.45am but you 
don’t mind getting in early. What could be more 
fun than dancing with your friends?’

Sarah, also 18, agrees. ‘It’s a really fun way to 
start your day, although it is quite tiring as it can 
go on for up to an hour, and it’s very intensive. I do 
quite a lot of exercise outside school, but even so, 
I find it really pushes you. It’s great, particularly 
if you’ve got something dreary on – it gets your 
endorphins going and gives you a positive outlook.’

In fact, physical activity clubs – a good antidote 
to academic work – loom large generally. Some of 
them, though, can take quite a surprising form. 

TOP, L TO R: The Dragon man a boat; Wellington put on a 
production; bee-keeping at The Dragon. MIDDLE, L TO R: 
A Bedales’ workshop; The Dragon camps out. BOTTOM, 
L TO R: Blundell’s enjoy art; Bookmaking at Winchester; 

Wellington tries outdoor pursuits. FACING: City of London 
girls enjoy an early morning Zumba session.
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OTHER THAN IN HAWAII AND 
SOUTH AFRICA, I DON’T KNOW A 
SCHOOL THAT OFFERS SURFING

s

Andy Cox runs skiing at Gordonstoun – not such 
a surprising activity for a Scottish school, perhaps. 
Except he runs it year round. In winter, he takes 
the pupils on the snow but the rest of the year, 
they’re on roller skis. ‘There are two types of roller 
ski, one for Nordic skiing, the other uses a more 
modern skating technique where you go much 
faster. We do a fun biathlon race where they ski 
down to the shooting range – the winner is the one 
who hits the target most accurately and that’s hard 
when you’ve been skiing fast. Roller skis are harder 
than learning on snow but after four hours, they’ve 
learned to snowplough. We don’t give them poles 
to start with, because they learn to balance better 
without them. Skate skiing is a really aerobic sport 
and burns about 750 calories an hour – a part of the 
school ethos is keeping fit. We don’t do so much 
downhill skiing, which is very expensive. Instead, 
we drive to these beautiful remote 
areas – that’s part of the incredible 
overall appeal.’

It would seem even more 
unlikely to venture into the 
cold Scottish waters around 
Gordonstoun – but this doesn’t 
stop the surfing club. Ibrahim 
Park runs it and declares, ‘We 
have some of the best surf in 
Europe – far better than Cornwall – and we’re 
only a mile from the coast and two or three from a 
renowned surf beach. We have 12 to 18-year-olds 
and it’s particularly popular with the older students, 
the ones with real get up and go. Other than one 
in Hawaii and another in South Africa, we don’t 
know of any other schools that offer surfing. The 
autumn is best here when the waves and winds pick 
up and we get the bigger swells. In winter we’ve 
done it once or twice, but then we tend to focus on 
skiing and snowboarding because we’re so close to 
the slopes. And it takes a lot more motivation to put 
a wet suit on when it’s cold and dark. In Scotland, 
this is never something you do in a pair of board 
shorts hoping to get a suntan.’

You might get one on board the Jolie Brise, 

though. Dauntsey’s School Sailing Club’s pride 
and joy, the 60-ton 100-year-old wooden sailing 
ship is built for speed and has proved it by winning 
the transatlantic Tall Ships Race in 2000, 2004 
and 2006. In 2009, it won the award for the oldest 
boat with the youngest crew. ‘The school has been 
operating the boat for about 30 years now,’ says 
Toby Marris who runs the club. ‘Sailing her is very 
physical – one of the kids called her a ‘100-year-old, 
wooden multi-gym’. On board, they run the boat 
in its entirety – navigating, trimming and hoisting 
sails, cooking 40 meals a day, steering. There are 
no winches on board and it requires the whole crew 
when we’re doing a big manoeuvre. Nevertheless, 
we’ve had little people managing to sail and race 
this big, powerful boat all over the place. There 
are both physical and brainy jobs. So the Head 
of Rugby might be good at pulling on ropes but 

someone else will be good at navigation. It is a huge 
confidence builder and I’ve had parents say things 
like “You took out a boy and brought back a man.’’’

There’s poetry, too. Pupils talk of the magic of 
sleeping on deck under the stars, the incredible 
feeling of being exposed to the elements, dolphins 
leaping alongside the boat. ‘We run cruises in 
Easter, May and autumn half terms and through 
the summer,’ Toby Marris continues. ‘This year, 
for instance, we’ll be taking in France, the Channel 
Islands, Amsterdam, Dublin, Lisbon, Santander 
and the Olympics. They work on the boat in the 
winter to get their first choice. There’s me and a 
first mate and we take 10 students at a time. We 
split them into three watches, 8pm-midnight, 
midnight-4am and two watches of six hours 

during the day. The watch free during the day does 
cooking, cleaning and so on. They write a daily 
blog, too. The further we are off shore, the more 
interesting it gets – they have to bake bread every 
morning and all that jazz. The hardest work is often 
at night. If you’re in the Bay of Biscay on a stormy 
night and you’re tired and a bit seasick, you’ve really 
got to dig deep. But they do and they step off that 
boat about a foot taller.’

Ampleforth tackles a different big beast. ‘We 
started six or seven years ago,’ says Alistair Hurst 
who runs the Land Rover club, ‘when I happened 
to get interested in the idea and we bought an old 
Land Rover. That first one took us two and a half 
years to complete – it was from the Sixties and an 
absolute disaster so we literally did a nut and bolt 
rebuild. Everything got taken apart and we rebuilt 
it from the bottom up. The kids do everything from 

taking engines apart and rebuilding 
axles to the menial and mundane 
– sanding and cleaning parts. 
They might not know one end of 
a spanner from another when they 
start, but they get the hang of it 
and acquire not just engineering 
skills but transferable ones: how to 
analyse a problem, generate a plan, 
carry it out and modify it, persevere 

and see results at the end. We’ve now done half a 
dozen in all, and display the latest model at Parents’ 
Day and they invariably look rather handsome with 
their respray. The next step for our club is to hook 
up with a project in Africa and rebuild a vehicle for 
a charity.’ 

Charities often play a part in school clubs, but 
Blundell’s has come up with a new twist on fund 
raising for the Devon cancer charity FORCE. 
‘It’s a brand new club,’ explains economics teacher 
Tom Candler, ‘based on the idea of promoting 
entrepreneurial skills. When I was at school I 
wasn’t taught that the way to make a business 
was to buy for a £1, sell for £2 and do it a million 
times. So each pupil is going to start with £1, buy 
something off eBay and carry on selling and buying 

and see where they get to. eBay is good because 
it requires very little start-up capital and has 120 
million users worldwide so the market is huge and 
they get paid in advance. It’s up to them to decide 
what to buy – if it was me, I’d buy bike components 
because I know a lot about bikes. But the kids will 
all have their own expertise – so who knows? This 
is the generation that is going to have to rebuild 
our economy – and this is one way to get them 
thinking. In the meantime, we hope to raise money 
for charity. If ten pupils each gave £1, we’d hand 
over £10 and that’s a good donation, but we want to 
add value and we’re hoping the eBay Club is going 
to do exactly that.’

Diversity is the key to a thriving enrichment 
programme. Keith Budge, Headmaster of Bedales, 
says, ‘We do have very diverse clubs and societies 
as well as activities that are part of the curriculum. 
So pupils can sign up to do blacksmithing as an 
afternoon activity – we have our own forge – or 
join the Mafia Society or the 
film society. I run a Middle 
East society – I spent part of my 
sabbatical in Cairo doing an Arabic 
course. We’ve had masses to talk 
about with the Arab Spring, of 
course, and students will give a talk and later 
we have supper at my house. We’ve had some 
very interesting speakers, including Sir Dominic 
Asquith who was Ambassador in Egypt during 
the uprising. We have a high-powered Maths 
Society, several literary ones that meet at teachers’ 
houses and a thriving Poetry Society – the poet 
laureate Carol Ann Duffy is coming soon. I run 
the Shakespeare Society. Students come to my 
house on a Sunday afternoon, we read a play all the 
way through and then have supper. Some clubs are 
heavy duty, others are more whimsical.’

The Wind in the Willows might sound as if it lends 
itself to whimsy, but at St Edward’s in Oxford, the 
Kenneth Grahame Society uses the book as a way 
of exploring a whole range of ideas. ‘Grahame was a 
pupil here,’ says Ian Rowley, who runs the club, ‘so 
we are perpetuating the memory of an illustrious 

former student. It’s a thinking and speaking 
society – at each meeting a couple of pupils give 
a presentation and they have a completely open 
brief. So we’ve had some unnervingly radical 
readings of the book – the role of the weasels in a 
socioeconomic view as a threat to the Edwardian 
status quo, sexual themes, Grahame’s relationship 
with his son and why there are so few female 
characters, and all in lowly roles!’

One of the members of the club, Ned Donovan, 
18, sees it as a way of discussing big picture ideas. 
‘It’s a combination of a senior dining club and a 
discussion about politics and society. There are 
about ten to twelve of us and we meet once a term 
– it’s up to Mr Rowley whether you’re asked back. 
I’m not sure how you get invited the first time, but 
you are expected to offer opinions. I’m due to give 
quite a controversial talk on Edwardian society and 
Grahame’s criticism of it for the next one.’

KGS meets on a Saturday evening but, even after 

an evening of gastronomy and wine, the following 
Sunday morning, Ian Rowley is running another 
club – often with some of the same students. This 
one, if anything sounds even more whimsical, 
but, of course, names can be misleading. ‘We’re 
brilliantly placed in Oxford to get out of school and 
that’s important because people get accustomed to 
a small environment. The Rural Vapours Society 
combines architecture and the countryside. We 
might go on to the Ridgeway for a walk then 
visit Gloucester Cathedral. This term, it’s ‘Secret 
Oxford’ – when I take them into Magdalen 
College, they are staggered by the vision of rus in 
urbe. You come off a busy high street and you’re 
in the middle of an enormous deer park. No one 
knows it’s there, and their jaws drop.’

At Eton, too, they have several societies named 
for distinguished OEs. ‘The Orwell Society is 

committed to left wing perspectives and brings in 
speakers from socialist and communist groups,’ 
says Haroon Shirwani, who coordinates Eton’s 60 
societies. ‘Then there’s the Shelley Society, which 
has a broader remit promoting free thinking and 
radicalism. We don’t get Michael Howard or Ken 
Livingstone – they go to the mainstream Political 
Society – we have people like Tariq Ali, Germaine 
Greer, Stephen Fry, Mark Thomas from C4, 
Shami Chakrabati, Cornish nationalist Bert Biscoe 
and Srdja Popovic, one of the organising geniuses 
against Milosovich.’

Eton’s approach to clubs is to offer as wide a 
range as possible. There’s a Medical Society and a 
Magical Society, which has produced a number of 
excellent magicians. Some meet weekly, and others, 
like The Macmillan Society, have one massive 
meeting a year with four or five celebrities and a 
Q&A session with someone like Boris Johnson 
as MC. The ticket revenues are given to charity. 

Many other societies also attract 
high profile, quality speakers. To 
speak at the Shackleton Society 
you must have climbed seven 
summits or been to both poles, 
while the Banks Society (Joseph 

Banks) attracts leading conservationists, and the 
businessman Roman Abramovich came to talk 
to the Slavonic Society. Surprisingly for such 
celebrity-studded affairs, most of the events are 
run by the pupils themselves, with one Master 
overseeing to make sure things run smoothly.

While some societies started and run by pupils 
last only as long as that pupil’s schooldays, others 
stand the test of time. Corkscrew, Stowe’s wine 
society, was started 40 years ago by Zair Berry, 
and it is still going strong. ‘I was Head Boy at the 
time,’ recalls Zair, ‘and I spoke to my Headmaster, 
Bob Drayson, about the idea of a wine society. I 
was brought up with wine – I was given it watered 
down by my French grandmother from the age of 
seven. My uncle was also an old Stoic and Secretary 
of the International Food and Wine Society at the 
time, and we thought it would be a good idea for 

PUPILS TALK OF THE MAGIC OF 
SLEEPING ON DECK UNDER THE 

STARS, THE INCREDIBLE ExPOSURE 
TO THE ELEMENTS, OR DOLPHINS 
LEAPING ALONGSIDE THE BOAT

eXtrA-cUrricULAr

LEFT TO RIGHT: 
Ampleforth cross 

country and Land Rover 
club; Blundell’s Ebay 
Club; St Edwards’ 

Rural Vapours Society; 
Eton’s Darts Society; 
Blundell’s riding club
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Stowe. The Upper Sixth had access to beer but I 
could make use of my uncle’s contacts. I also asked 
the Headmaster if he’d let me have a dog as I’d read 
that the Head Boy was allowed to keep one, though 
other rumours said it was a goat. But I did have a 
dog for my last two terms, and she ended up in the 
prefects’ mess with a liking for Newcastle Brown. If 
you find something of interest, it’s odd how you fall 
back on it later in life.’

Corkscrew is run now by Colin Dudgeon. ‘It’s 
only available to the Upper Sixth,’ he says, ‘and 
anyone wanting to join – places are limited and 
highly sought after  – has to write a letter explaining 
why. Emails are not accepted. Apart from the 
obvious attraction of being allowed to drink, joining 
Corkscrew is seen as quite a privilege. They learn 
how to navigate a wine list, which wine goes with 
which foods, the difference between chardonnay 
and sauvignon blanc and, given 
the excellent speakers, who are 
usually old Stoics that we get who 
bring their wine with them, the 
opportunity to taste some truly 
great wines. There are six meetings 
a year and a superb black tie dinner 
at the end with some truly fantastic 
wine – not something you’re going 
to find in the supermarket. This year, that coincided 
with our 40th anniversary dinner and many old 
Stoics came who had gone into the wine trade, 
either as vineyard owners or wine merchants.’

Specialist knowledge appeals. Winchester, for 
instance, has a trio of clubs, all connected to books. 
Tom Watling runs the school’s Letterpress Society 
that started with the restoration of the school’s 
handpress – at least 150 years old – and its 250 
typefaces. ‘It was wooden and quite stylish,’ he 
recollects, ‘but it did need woodworm treatment. 
We have other presses too – some were donated by 
Lloyds of London – and they were used in the time 
before laser jet printers and photocopiers to produce 
school handouts and the prayer book. They used 
to take commissions from outside, too, and I hope 

we’ll do that some more in the future.’
Michael Hebron runs the Book Binding Society. 

‘It’s been going for a long time,’ he says, ‘because 
we’re lucky enough to have a fine bookshop on our 
doorstep that has a working bindery going back 
to the 18th century. The binder has been giving 
lessons to the boys for the last 20-30 years. You 
can bring in some tattered old volume – it could 
be a family book lying around at home for ages 
– and repair it. There’s a lot of sewing, lettering, 
repairing paper and it’s very relaxing usually, 
accompanied with a mug of tea and biscuits. It’s 
interesting work and interesting, too, that boys are 

interested, even in the age of iPads.’
The Illuminated Manuscript Society harks back 

to an even earlier art. ‘We started about 10 years 
ago,’ says Peter Krakenberger, ‘and it gives pupils 
a chance to see what art was like before art began 
(as in what you’d see in a gallery) and brings in 
history, art, theology and languages – most are in 
Latin, a few in Greek. They are the quintessence of 
European culture. Only small numbers can come 
at any one time – some of the manuscripts are quite 
tiny – and I stand on the right and turn the pages. 
It’s a much needed distraction and the paintings 
are lovely, with real gold and colours that are fresh 
and unusual to our eyes today. There are mythical 
animals like gryphons and unicorns, bizarre 
monsters and the apocalypse. In one, when the last 

blast is blown, an angel comes down and poisons 
the rivers with wormwood – the Ukranian word for 
wormwood is Chernobyl. The boys find things like 
that fascinating. Sometimes they are quite awed.’

At the other end of the spectrum, Winchester 
offers ballroom dancing in conjunction with the 
girls from St Swithun’s. Madeleine, 17, is one of the 
St Swithun’s partners. ‘I’ve been going for a year and 
we’re taught by Linda Bellinger – two of her other 
pupils got to the final of Britain’s Got Talent. We 
weren’t sure if the boys would really want to dance 
or just connect with girls but some are really keen, 
even keener than the girls to pick the steps up. It’s a 

good way to relax from exams and 
to meet up and make new friends. 
Next year, we’re planning a ‘Strictly 
Come Dancing’ style competition.’

‘We call it BoRo,’ says Quintin 
Langley-Coleman, the Master who 
runs it. ‘I have always had a keen 
interest in dance, although having 
lived in America, it was more street 

dancing, so ballroom provided a nice contrast. A 
few people begin for the sole reason of socialising 
with the opposite sex, but they grow quickly to enjoy 
the dancing itself. And what variety! Each time we 
learn something new – quickstep, waltz, cha cha, 
samba. The atmosphere is relaxed and friendly and it 
teaches a useful life skill, promoting gracefulness in 
a way wholly void of most conventional sport. It is a 
genuinely good way to socialise. It subtly changes us 
from schoolboys into gentlemen.’

So clubs and societies are a lot more than a way 
to fill the time between lessons. As Ian Rowley 
puts it: ‘They are part of true education. It’s good 
to try things when you’re young and impressionable 
– it’s like little time bombs that set off in people’s 
imaginations and open unthought-of doors later.’  n

I DID HAVE A DOG FOR My LAST 
TWO TERMS AND SHE ENDED UP 
WITH A LIKING FOR NEWCASTLE 

BROWN – ZAIR BERRy
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LEFT: Traditional 
bookbinding at 

Winchester. 
RIGHT: The ballroom 
dancing society at 

Winchester


