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‘I DIDN’T THINK I liked to test myself, 
but I realise now that I do.’ Angus Marsden 
is talking about a deferred gap year when  
he travelled alone through South America 
after graduating from Edinburgh University. 
But there was a much bigger test waiting for 
him when he got home.

Before leaving, Angus had signed up for 
Teach First, a programme which takes bright 
graduates and turns them into teachers  
capable of inspiring children in some of the 
most deprived, worst-performing schools 
around the country.

On his return he was given six weeks’ training,  
then put in charge of a large, multi-racial 
class of teenage girls in a struggling London 
secondary school. ‘It was totally terrifying,’  
he says. ‘It was like having driving lessons in 
the classroom, then being turned loose in a 
car for the first time with no one to help you.’ 

So terrifying, in fact, that he has practically 
no memory of the first two weeks. ‘There I 
 was in a school with very high staff  
turn-over, teaching religious studies to a 
class of 30 girls who don’t trust you because 
they don’t trust adults on principle and  
men in particular.’

Aged 24 and now into his second year at the 
school, Angus reflects on a dramatic journey 
of self-discovery. The challenges included 
teaching one class whose class-room had 
fewer chairs than students - ‘you just prayed 
for a few no-shows every day - and one 
class of girls who, when he confronted them 
with their poor results at the year end, told 
him in no uncertain terms that he was the 
problem, not them. ‘I spent the summer 
desperately thinking how I could make their 
classes more engaging,’ he says.

But there were five other classes he did  
manage to win over in the course of the first 
year. ‘Once you’re through the initial period, 
you learn quickly and it’s very rewarding,’ 
he says. ‘I really believe in Teach First as a 

ANGUS MARSDEN
OLD  AMPLEFORDIANS

IN AT THE DEEP END 

Two years ago we published Seven  
Stories, a series of short interviews  
with Old Amplefordians.

We felt that they could say, much  
better than we ever could ourselves, 
what it means to have spent one’s 
formative years here in the valley.

They could explain in their own  
words why people keep coming back 
here throughout their lives. They  
could describe what the tranquillity  
and beauty of the place, the grandeur  
of the buildings, the kindness and 
wisdom of the monks, meant to 
them. They could recall personal 
memories of happy times here,  
learning and growing.

And perhaps also they could give  
voice to that certain something that  
is less easy to explain, that runs 
deeper at Ampleforth, that gives rise 
to what we call the ‘compass for life’. 

We believe that through the teachings 
of St Benedict we can provide people 
with a set of moral bearings that 
will guide them through the world 
beyond our valley. 

Our first seven stories offered  
seven very different views of what  
this means.

Here now are seven more.
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movement to improve education. It has 
made me appreciate what a huge gulf  
there is in the UK between the haves and 
have-nots.’

One of the most memorable moments in 
his first year was taking a group of girls 
to visit Ampleforth. ‘Walking around 
with these inner-city kids made me see it 
with completely different eyes,’ he recalls. 
‘I didn’t realise what a beautiful, civilised 
place it was, what a feeling of camaraderie  
it has about it. And the facilities - these 
huge spaces for art, sports, gym, theatre, 
even the pupils’ own rooms …’

A school like Ampleforth makes people 
aim high and achieve, he believes. It fosters 
aspirations which his pupils in London 
simply don’t have. ‘Their knowledge of 
the outside world is very limited. They 
don’t sit around a table with their families. 
Their perception of success is owning a 
Blackberry or the right trainers.’

More than that, Ampleforth offers 
something to fall back on. ‘Last year I really 
needed people around me, good friends, 
school friends,’ Angus says. ‘I also got in 
touch with one of the monks who sent 
me his teaching notes to help me with my 
classes.’

Ampleforth gave Angus determination  
and taught him to work hard, he says.  
‘It also taught me to look out for others 
less lucky than I am.’ His next school  
trip is to take ten children, all on the verge 
of exclusion for bad behaviour, to Jamie’s 
Farm for a week. ‘That’s going to be  
the scariest thing of all,’ he says, with  
a certain note of relish.

 
LUCY GOSLING has had a tough day. 
She and a voice coach have been  
auditioning hopefuls for The Voice, the 
forthcoming BBC rival to The X Factor. 
‘We sent some people through to the  
second round,’ she says, ‘though they’ve  
still got five or six more rounds to go.’ 
Inevitably there were a few tears. ‘You  
want to encourage them to give their  
best, but you have to be detached,’ she 
explains. ‘As long as you’re polite and  
spell out the odds against them getting 
through from the very start, it’s all right.’

Lucy is a freelance assistant producer.  
It’s a precarious, show-by-show existence. 
Staying in work means not only being 
good at the job on hand, but also at  
hustling for the next one. Aged 26, she 
already has an impressive string of credits, 
among them The X Factor, Britain’s Got 
Talent and Got To Dance, a dance show  
for Sky One.

She was drawn to the backstage from  
an early age, she says, lured by a 
fascination for how theatrical things 
worked. At Ampleforth she took theatre 
studies at A-level and directed the first 
ever girls’ house play. At Newcastle  
University she held competitions to  
find scripts, then took the plays to the  
Edinburgh Festival Fringe. During  
school and university holidays she  
pestered TV and theatre people for  
work experience. It paid off when she 
landed her first job with Jamie Oliver’s 
Fowl Dinners. From there she went  
on to work on a property show and even 
did a stint at CBBC, where her duties 
included dressing up as a crocodile.

‘I’ve always been very career focused,’  
she says, ‘but I didn’t want to end up in  
an office. I’m a good organiser and I  
like working hard but it has to be fun.’  
 
 

The people are what she likes most  
about television. ‘They’re all incredibly  
different, but all very creative and full  
of get-up-and-go.’ Her long-term ambition 
is to produce a sitcom or comedy sketch 
show, but that involves breaking into a 
whole new area of the television world.  
‘I just need to track down the right people,’ 
she says, undaunted. 

The fourth generation of her family to go 
to Ampleforth, Lucy joined the middle 
sixth in the first full year’s intake of girls. ‘I 
learnt to fight my corner there,’ she recalls. 
‘We girls were in such a minority. But I  
really enjoyed it and I discovered the ethos 
of working hard, not just at the academic 
subjects but at the extra-curricular  
activities as well. Everyone was always  
doing loads of different things. Ampleforth 
also taught me good social skills. I learnt 
to talk to anyone. You could say I learnt 
that everyone is human.’

Her strongest memory, though, is of  
the sense of community. ‘That will always 
be there,’ she says. ‘You can go back and 
there are the familiar faces of the monks. 
The teachers may come and go but the 
monks are constant. It’s rather like going 
home to your parents. The door is always 
open and it feels safe and secure.’ 

In the uncertain world of the freelance 
television producer, that’s a powerful  
certainty to have at your shoulder.

LUCY GOSLING
OLD  AMPLEFORDIANS

A SENSE OF CERTAINTY
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AT THE AGE OF 94, Lindsay Walter 
comes across as a modest, softly-spoken 
man who sincerely believes he has led an 
uneventful life. But his youth was coloured 
by at least two events that would have 
tested anyone’s character.

Born in 1916, Lindsay was raised first in 
Mauritius, where his father was Director 
of the Observatory, then, from 1924, in 
Nairobi, where the African bush provided 
the backdrop for a happy and carefree 
childhood. But at the age of 13, formal  
education beckoned and he had to leave 
the open spaces of Africa for the grey 
skies of Yorkshire. From the day he first 
glimpsed the valley at Ampleforth he  
never returned to Africa, and indeed only  
saw his parents a handful of times in the 
ensuing six years.

Luckily, boarding school life agreed with 
him. Encouraged by a junior housemaster, 
Father Illtyd Williams, he discovered  
a passion for cricket and ended up in the 
First XI for four consecutive years,  
captaining the team for the last two.

Then, in 1934, his penultimate year at 
Ampleforth, he decided that he wanted to 
go into the monastery. He took his simple 
vows, but after a little while began to  
realise that something wasn’t right.  
‘I’d done it for the wrong reasons,’ he 
recalls now. ‘I loved Ampleforth, I loved 
sport and I really wanted to keep my  
connection with the place. This was a way 
of doing that.’ He completed his novitiate 
and continued to teach and coach cricket 
in the school. But despite having the  
makings of a monk, his conscience  
continued to trouble him. An interview 
with the Abbot of the day did not  
convince him to stay, and he eventually  
left Ampleforth.

 
 

I T WAS NEVER part of Isabelle de Lucy 
née Pearson’s plan to be living in the Swiss 
Alps, renting out luxury properties to 
wealthy skiers and summer visitors, but  
the first time she came to Switzerland on 
holiday she fell for the mountain way of  
life. Today she and her husband Tom have 
made their lives in Rougemont, the  
neighbouring village to Gstaad. She works 
for a real estate company. He splits his time 
between a ski company and a childrens’ 
winter camp.

A natural linguist - her mother is French 
- Isabelle studied French and Spanish at 
Ampleforth, then Newcastle University.  
After graduating she went into the hotel 
business and ended up working at Brown’s 
Hotel in Mayfair. ‘I loved the job,’ she  
says. ‘I’ve always been really keen on service.  
Even as a child I’d notice the way people  
did things, the details, wherever we went.  
But the shiftwork was tough. I’m from  
North Yorkshire, a country girl at heart.  
I was living alone in a small flat in Fulham, 
working all hours, and I had no life of  
my own.’

When she first moved out to Switzerland  
it was simply for a career break. Tom, then 
her boyfriend, was working on a farm and 
again she found a job in a hotel. But the 
mountains got under her skin and today, 
three years later, they’re married and settled 
in the Alps. ‘Our quality of life is much  
better than it would be in the UK,’ she says.  
‘I love the Swiss climate and there’s always  
so much going on here. There are lots of  
good concerts. They hold one of Europe’s  
biggest tennis tournaments in Gstaad.  
And of course there are the winter sports.’

Nevertheless, Isabelle says that it took them 
a long time to get to know people, and the 
difficulty was compounded by the local 
language, Swiss German. She missed her 

friends and family and admits that adapting 
to life in a different country required a certain 
resourcefulness. She believes her two years at 
Ampleforth played an important part in that. 

I went in 2000,’ she explains, ‘the first year 
they officially took girls, and it was a big 
shock to the boys. They found it as difficult 
to adapt as we did and we definitely had to 
learn to hold our ground with some of  
them!’ A keen sportswoman, Isabelle was  
also faced with the problem that there weren’t 
enough girls to form teams. ‘I was reduced  
to going cross-country running with the 
boys,’ she laughs. ‘But the next year there was 
an influx of girls and I ended up captaining 
the girls’ tennis team.’

Raised an Anglican, although her mother  
is Catholic, she converted under the  
guidance of Father Oswald. ‘I felt the urge 
pretty strongly once I got to Ampleforth,’  
she says. ‘Though now, what’s important 
about my faith is not prayer and reading the 
Bible so much as the moral aspect of  
things - how you want to lead your life  
and raise your children.’

Since moving to Switzerland, Isabelle finds 
it harder to stay in touch with old friends. 
Also, her parents have moved from the family 
home. All of which contributed to Tom’s and 
her decision to get married at Ampleforth  
in August 2011. 

The service was conducted by Father  
Oswald. ‘It’s quite simple really,’ she says. 
‘Other things in my life may have changed 
but at Ampleforth there’s a sense of  
community. The monks remember you  
when you go back. I still feel at home there.’

LINDSAY WALTER
OLD  AMPLEFORDIANS

A MATTER OF CONSCIENCE

ISABELLE de LUCY née Pearson

OLD  AMPLEFORDIANS

LIVING THE HIGH LIFE
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LINDSAY WALTER
A MATTER OF CONSCIENCE

He entered the world of business in 1939, 
just before war broke out, and returned  
to it in 1946, having travelled in the  
Middle East as a cipher officer ‘without 
ever firing a shot.’ In 1949, married by 
now, he joined Shell and worked there 
until taking early retirement in 1973. His 
wife later developed Parkinson’s Disease 
and he nursed her for four years, until she 
died in 2002. Now he lives happily in a 
nursing home in Bury St Edmunds.

Throughout his life, he says, Ampleforth 
was the one place he always wanted to 
return to ‘more than Mauritius, or even 
Kenya.’ Although after leaving the  
monastery, it was a long time before he 
eventually did. ‘I was worried it would 
somehow claim me,’ he admits.  

But a part of him had already been 
claimed. He rediscovered it in 2008  
when, aged 92, he joined the Ampleforth 
pilgrimage to Lourdes. ‘It was marvellous 
being with the boys and girls,’ he recalls. 
‘They exemplified everything Ampleforth 
stands for.’ A year later, as one of the oldest 
living Amplefordians, and a close friend 
of one of the remembered pilots, he was 
invited to unveil the school’s Battle of 
Britain Memorial Plaque.

There is a difference between lack of  
vocation and lack of faith. The former  
may have played its part in Lindsay’s  
fateful decision to leave the monastery, 
but not the latter. Today he is an Oblate 
of Ampleforth, dedicated to God’s service 
and the Benedictine values. ‘Everything 
was right when I was a schoolboy  
there,’ he remembers. ‘I’ve never found  
that anywhere else. Although I couldn’t  
describe it in any number of words,  
it was and is complete.’

JOHN DAWSON
OLD  AMPLEFORDIANS

PUTTING SOMETHING BACK

A HOVERCRAFT may seem an  
unlikely touchstone for the qualities one 
needs to succeed in life, but John Dawson 
constantly returns to the memory of a  
day at Ampleforth when one of the  
monks, Father Simon, gave a talk to 
a group of army cadets about how he 
wanted to build one.

John admits that he was not enthusiastic 
about the CCF. He had already dodged 
the more arduous military duties by  
getting himself assigned to the signals 
section, where he spent most of the time 
‘happily running round the valley with a 
radio on my back.’ Now he volunteered  
to help with the hovercraft.

‘We built it using a plan from the Daily 
Mail,’ he recalls. ‘The propellor ended up 
slightly too long, so one of the masters 
just chopped a bit off each end.’ They 
demonstrated it at Exhibition and halfway 
through, disaster struck. ‘The prop shaft 
broke,’ John goes on. ‘A large bit flew off 
and landed at my feet. The hovercraft  
remained airborne but wouldn’t go 
forward any longer. I picked up the bit, 
persuaded a group of people to climb on 
board, and then we simply pushed it  
about while it hovered.’

The ability to remain calm and controlled  
in a crisis has stood John in good stead 
many times since. In the course of a long 
teaching career, much of it in failing  
inner-city schools, he has needed all the 
patience and confidence he can muster. 
More than that, he says, he has been 
forced to confront himself, his values and 
beliefs, so that he can communicate  
honestly and authentically to parents,  
staff and children. 

‘You have to be coming from a solid place 
yourself,’ he explains, ‘because sometimes 
what you believe in can be seriously  
challenged. You may come face-to-face  

with individuals whose values are  
completely alien to you.’

What he learnt at Ampleforth, particularly 
during his time as a school monitor and 
under the influence of Father Anselm who 
coached the school swimming team, has 
contributed greatly to his sense of personal 
stability. He cites leadership, self-reliance, 
integrity, duty and a deep compassion 
(meaning understanding, not pity, he is 
quick to point out). He was also inspired 
by the quiet contemplation fostered by 
the monks. ‘They never judged one’s views, 
though sometimes they challenged them,’ 
he remembers. ‘Their intelligence and  
spirituality touched me profoundly.’

Now retired from education, John’s final 
teaching job was as director of ICT at  
the David Young Community Academy,  
in Leeds’ Seacroft district. ‘It’s one of  
the most deprived areas in the UK,’ he 
explains. ‘Local people had a very jaded 
view of education. We changed that. We 
very quickly instituted a strong ethos of 
learning, discipline and respect. Levels 
of achievement shot up. Now there’s a 
waiting list for the school.’

Today he runs the business side of a 
church-based community arts centre in 
Leeds. But he has always kept in contact 
with Ampleforth. Latterly he set up links 
between the school and the David Young 
Community Academy. It’s another channel 
through which, he believes, Ampleforth 
can reach out to the wider world and help 
tackle the challenges of society.

‘I remember a reunion dinner in the 1980s,’ 
he concludes. ‘Father Benedict spoke to the  
gathering - a group of successful, affluent  
people - about privilege. “You’ve had it 
good,” he said, in so many words. “But 
what are you putting back?” Ampleforth 
taught me the importance of putting 
something back.’
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IT’S HARD TO KNOW where to begin 
with Christopher Irven - the science, the 
faith, the art and music and books, the  
miraculous recovery from war injuries and 
road accidents, the mountaineering and 
marathon cycle journeys, or simply the  
devotion to his enormous family of seven 
children and 22 grandchildren.

Wherever one starts, one thing is certain: 
this is a man who has never done things 
by halves. At the age of 76, and recently 
bereaved, he is still as driven as he has ever 
been - mainly, he will tell you, by simple 
curiosity and wonder at the world. ‘Once I’ve 
finished sorting things out following my wife 
Molly’s death,’ he says, ‘I want to reconnect 
with all the family, then there’s more writing 
and painting to do and I want to get back  
to the Alps and re-acclimatise to climbing  
at over 4,000 metres.’

Only a year ago, in 2010, Christopher com-
pleted a solo 2,000 mile cycle ride around the 
UK in aid of the charity Help for Heroes. 
He was prompted by a TV programme 
about soldiers injured in Afghanistan. Aged 
75, he averaged 70 miles a day and ended up 
sleeping rough on more than one occasion. 

He has written about his cycling exploits 
in two books, Vagrant on a Vélo and Giving 
Something Back. His first journey, in 1996, 
followed an horrific accident in which he  
was hit by a speeding truck while crossing 
the road on the island of Rhodes. Several 
operations later a surgeon told him he  
would never climb a mountain again. ‘That 
annoyed me,’ he says, ‘so two years later I  
rode from Land’s End to John O’Groats  
and back again.’

Christopher has an unorthodox approach to 
injury and illness. A career soldier, he 
contracted leukaemia following the first 
Gulf War. ‘We were downwind of a bombed 
munitions dump and a cloud of Sarin drifted 
over us,’ he explains. ‘I decided to wage 

mental warfare against the illness and after 
several years, to the doctors’ amazement,  
it went away.’ 

Also during the Gulf War he sustained  
a chronic back injury, stepping awkwardly 
from a plane while carrying a heavy pack. 
Again the doctors offered little hope, but  
a friend gave him a phial of water from  
the tomb of two martyrs in the Pyrenees.  
He prayed to the martyrs, drank half  
the water and poured the other half down 
his back. Next morning while shaving he 
bent, without thinking, to pick up his razor 
and realised he was cured. Eleven years later 
he cycled to the tomb - which mysteriously 
fills with water each year on the martyrs’ 
feast day - to give thanks in person.

Christopher acknowledges that the personal 
belief and resolve that have sustained him 
through the many extraordinary episodes 
in his life have their roots in his time at 
Ampleforth. There he was inspired with a 
powerful interest in theology and physics; 
in fact, had the family fortunes permitted it, 
he would have studied theoretical physics or 
cosmology at Cambridge rather than going 
into the army, where he ended up working in 
a scientific role on guided weapon systems. 
This combination of religion and science  
has left him with ‘a very grown-up,  
questioning, unafraid attitude to my faith’ 
- which he has articulated in two books,  
The Loving Scapegoat and Joy, Light, Sorrow 
and Splendour, both published in 2007.

He also discovered his love of painting,  
music and mountain climbing while at  
Ampleforth. In 2008, aged 72, he became  
the oldest man, by ten years, to make it  
to Point Lenana on Mt Kenya, at just under 
5,000 metres, and down again in three days.

‘I find it incomprehensible that people can  
be bored,’ he concludes. ‘Life is so full.  
I owe much of this way of seeing things to  
Ampleforth.’ 

CHRISTOPHER IRVEN
OLD  AMPLEFORDIANS

NOTHING BY HALF
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AS A BOY, Christian Minchella loved   
spending time in the family business, 
Wheelden Print of Bradford. At weekends 
and during the holidays he would work on  
the shop floor, run errands, go out on  
deliveries and help with proofing. Perhaps 
unsurprisingly, he always had the feeling  
that he would end up there one day. But  
the route wasn’t quite as straightforward  
as he might have expected.

Leaving Ampleforth, he studied hotel  
management at Manchester University and 
spent a year on work placement with Thistle  
Hotels in Weybridge. He enjoyed his time 
there, but felt that the hotel industry was 
not for him. Also, the North was pulling 
him back. An opening came up at Wheelden 
Print and he took it.

‘I did two years there,’ he says, ‘but then  
I began to feel that I needed to spread my 
wings, that I was too young to settle  
down in the family firm. So I left. It was  
an incredibly difficult decision, but I had  
to do it. I had to prove to myself that I  
could stand on my own two feet - and it 
made me into a better person.’

Christian moved to another printing firm  
in Leeds, then to a much bigger firm in  
Hull where he spent ‘four wonderful years.’ 
By then his half-brother and a business  
partner were running Wheelden Print.  
The business partner decided to get out  
of printing and go back to plant-hire where 
he had started, so there was an opportunity 
for Christian to buy back into the family 
business. ‘I was ready for it now,’ he says, ‘so  
I took the plunge.’ Today, aged 35, he and  
his half-brother run the firm together.

Christian’s parents split up when he was very 
young and it was decided that he should go 
to Gilling Castle (Ampleforth’s prep school) 
at the age of seven. There, under the wing  
of Father Adrian, he spent two years in the  
 

first form on account of his age. There were 
two other boys in the same boat. They are 
still in touch to this day.

‘I was in the valley for 11 years altogether, 
from 7 to 18,’ he says, ‘It made me into a 
very independent person.’ But not a loner.  
He made lifelong friends, people with whom 
he’s still regularly in touch, even though  
most of them these days live in London.  
‘We speak maybe once a month and we  
pick up with each other instantly,’ he says.

He fondly recalls the sense of community  
at Ampleforth, the feeling that everyone was 
looking out for one another. He was a keen 
team sportsman, playing in the top rugby 
team at every stage of his school career,  
as well as for Yorkshire schoolboys. He is 
also a talented golfer. Today he has a  
handicap of two and this year represented 
Ampleforth in the prestigious Halford 
Hewitt Golf Tournament. 

Another aspect of Christian’s life has also 
come full circle. Wheelden Print do much  
of the school’s printing and he finds the 
ethos of his schooldays working its way  
into his professional relationship with  
Ampleforth. ‘Being honest in business is 
incredibly important to me,’ he explains,  
‘and so is making a real commitment to  
my customers, looking after the people  
who matter to me.’

More than that though, there’s the simple 
pleasure of a return to the place where  
he spent 11 years of his childhood  
and forged special bonds. ‘I feel excited  
when I know I’ve got a visit coming up,’ 
 he says. ‘I love seeing the valley in the  
different seasons and walking down  
the corridors, bumping into the people  
who taught me. It feels like I’m back home.’

CHRISTIAN MINCHELLA
OLD  AMPLEFORDIANS

HOME FROM HOME
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A compass 
for life
We’ve told these stories to illustrate the many different ways  
in which the Ampleforth experience can stay with people  
throughout their lives. 

Varied as they are, the one thing that unites all seven is the  
sense that Ampleforth offers something comforting and  
constant, a compass for life. We believe this is unique.  
It goes beyond educational excellence, and no other school  
can offer it.

If you’ve heard an echo of your own experience here,  
or simply been touched by a snapshot of someone else’s life,  
you’ll understand why we want to tell the world about  
this remarkable place.  
Please help us by passing on these stories wherever you go.

If you would like to speak to someone at Ampleforth  
please call Kate Robinson on:

01439 766 863
or email
lkr@ampleforth.org.uk

Our thanks to Angus Marsden, Lucy Gosling, Isabelle de Lucy née Pearson, Lindsay Walter,  
John Dawson, Chris Irven, and Christian Minchella for generously sharing their experiences with us.

STORIES FROM AMPLEFORTH v9.indd   8 22/11/2011   16:26




