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Charles Sain-Ley-Berry-Gray 

 

Charles, Charlie, SLBG, and sometimes, with inimitable prep school brevity, just SLB...  

 

By whatever name you knew him, today we should have been celebrating his twenty-

fifth birthday, but, through the greatest cruelty of fate, instead of marking that 

important milestone in his life we find ourselves commemorating the whole journey.  

 

As Charlie’s Headmaster for a five-year period during his Prep school years I was 

privileged to watch him grow, and mature, and compete, and strive, and triumph, and 

create, and lead, and laugh, and make legions of friends, a few mistakes and, thank 

goodness, just little bit of mischief too. 

 

It has been said that education is what survives when what has been learned has been 

forgotten.  

 

In my experience, what tend to survive in memory and influence are the people - like 

the traces of gold which remain when the prospector’s pan has been swirled and the 

lesser material has drained away.  

 

Whether teachers or contemporaries, they tend to be the people who inspired you, 

not just with their deeds but with the manner in which they carried them out and the 

values they exemplified. They are the people who made you believe in them but also 

in yourself; the people who inspired you to do better deeds and to be a better person; 

the people you wanted to be like and be liked by; the people who showed you 

kindness and with whom you could laugh; the people who were there to share both 



2 

 

  

the good and the tough times; those who were, quite simply, special by whatever 

definition.  

 

For all of us who encountered Charlie at Winchester House, as I’m sure for all those of 

you knew him in different capacities, he is undoubtedly one such rare trace of gold. 

Bright and scintillating still, but from a distance that is painful and difficult to bear. 

 

Robin Pointon, Charlie’s inspirational sporting mentor at WHS, has done a brilliant job 

of collating the reports of his star pupil’s achievements, full of stories of individual 

brilliance and as many of heroic teamwork, competitive force, leadership excellence 

and natural modesty in victory. Robin’s summary is a much appreciated labour of love 

and a fulsome tribute in itself. Required reading, definitely. 

 

I too went to the files and, at first, searched electronically for ‘Sain-Ley-Berry-Gray’. In 

line with the prolific and all-embracing nature of the family a mere 365 files were 

presented! As I searched through this haystack of form lists, report data and other 

records of achievement I did come across one completely unexpected file, rather 

worryingly entitled ‘Salaries’. Now we all know that the Sain-Ley-Berry-Grays are a 

talented lot, and that Chris and Alyson are charming and persuasive people, but I don’t 

recall at any stage agreeing to pay the children to come to school! I opened the file 

with slight hesitation but was quickly and very happily reminded of Wiggy’s period of 

employment at WHS.  

 

However, the particular needle for which I was searching this haystack was Charlie’s 

confidential senior school report, written in support of his scholarship application to 

MCS, Oxford... and I found it.  
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The writing of confidential reports can be a bit of a minefield, even more so these days 

with the Freedom of Information Act. Not so for Charlie, though. I could simply tell it 

as it was and am happy, all these years later, to share the important parts of it with 

you.  

 

In the introduction I mentioned Charlie’s place as anchorman within the family, being 

the middle sibling of nine.  

 

On academic matters I explained that the language he was most comfortable with was 

that of Mathematics, and that he excelled in this subject, swimming comfortably in the 

mainstream of the scholarship set. He had a powerful brain. 

 

My section on sport was concise, given that Robin Pointon would have generated a 

superb specialist supplement in support of the application. My rather monochrome 

statement of the facts read as follows: 

  

‘Charles has outstanding natural ability in all sports and has been especially successful 

in the major ones here (rugby, cricket, hockey) making all three first teams a year early 

and captaining most of them. He is also a powerful and versatile track and field athlete 

who scooped most of the main trophies at last year’s Sports Day.’ 

 

And I should have told the story of that Sports Day, because it was the demonstration 

par excellence of Charles the sportsman, the respected fellow competitor and friend, 

the magnanimous victor, the admired and loved brother and son. Surrounded by his 

family, his friends and competitors and their families, his teachers and, last but not 

least, a BBC film crew, he returned to the dais more times than I can remember to 

receive cups and other awards for every athletic discipline. All admired him. Nobody 
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begrudged him his spoils. Everyone basked in his triumph... except Charles, whose 

naturally bashful modesty made him even more unusual and more likeable. 

 

Returning to the report, there followed a section on music which reminded me of his 

skill as a trumpeter. I did, however comment that ‘He doesn’t get a lot of time to make 

this an area of specialism’ – possibly code for ‘he doesn’t practice’ – but I hope that’s 

not unfair! 

 

The final sections on Leadership and Conduct & Character are the really important 

ones, though, and I will read them to you as written: 

 

Leadership 

Charles was an outstandingly successful leader of a rugby XV that had almost been 

written off before the start of the season! (In fact they went on to win 12 of their 15 

matches) His obvious flair for the game made him a natural leader by example, but the 

boys appreciated his calm, almost phlegmatic approach and loved it when he changed 

up a gear when the going was tough. He was truly a gentle but very effective giant 

who showed strength of character beyond his years. He is a thoughtful and effective 

prefect too, demonstrating insight and kindness. As important, he is also a caring and 

well-liked dorm captain. 

 

Conduct and Character 

Charles is refreshingly human and therefore not perfect! (I think Gabriel and Alex may 

be able to tell you later on what this meant in practice!) He is reliable in all the 

important things, though, and is open to constructive criticism if it proves necessary. 

He has very many friends and is a support to them all. Despite considerable talent in a 

number of areas he remains modest about his achievements and is truly a ‘thoroughly 
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nice guy’. He will serve you well, I have little doubt, and the investment of an award 

would, I feel, pay handsome dividends. 

 

And it will have, I’m sure. 

 

Finally, that which is most special to us is often described as ‘golden’: golden age, 

golden opportunity, golden girl, and so on. Is this the right epithet for Charles?  

 

Before arriving at the obvious and inevitable answer to this question, I ask you, 

without mawkishness or fear of exaggeration, to reflect on just a few of the qualities 

and characteristics of that metal.  

 

It does not tarnish either in its substance or in the memory of it.  

It is talismanic.  

It can be overworked but is most admired when fashioned more discretely.  

It is more vulnerable than other harder metals and cherished more keenly for that. 

It is used the world over as a symbol of fellowship, commitment and love. 

It cannot be destroyed, only scattered in particles to the elements from whence it 

came. 

 

He was indeed a golden boy. 

 

 

 

Jeremy Griffith 

August, 2013 

  


