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Rutherford, Grenfell and Sim experience “a certain amount of huggermugger”         

       Source:  Film Illustrated Monthly vol.4/11 

 

 

Leonard Maltin’s Movie and Video Guide 

2001 review: 

 

“Funny comedy involving a boys’ school 

sharing quarters with a displaced girls’ 

academy, with frantic situations resulting.  

Launder and John Dighton scripted, from the 

latter’s play.  *** ” 

 

 

Speelfilm Encyclopedie review – identical to 

above 

 

 

Halliwell’s Film Guide review 

 

“A ministry mistake billets a girls’ school on a 

boys’ school.  Briskly handled version of a 

semi-classic postwar farce, with many familiar 

talents in excellent form.  *** ” 

 

“Absolutely first rate fun”  

                 –  Richard Mallett, Punch 

 

“Launder couldn’t have knocked another laugh 

out of the situation if he’d used a hockey 

stick.”                –  Sunday Express 

 

“The best mixed comedy pairing since 

Groucho Marx and Margaret Dumont.” 

         –  Sunday Chronicle 

 

 

The Critics’ Film Guide review: 

 

“A bureaucratic bungle means that a boys’ 

school (headmaster Alastair Sim) is billeted on 

a girls’ school (headmistress Margaret 

Rutherford).  Frank Launder "opens out" the 

action, which in the stage version is confined 

The Happiest Days of Your Life  



to the teachers’ common room, with often 

hilarious results.  This is a classic English 

farce, with many of the best character actors in 

the world on top form.  The indomitable 

Margaret Rutherford, all British bulldog spirit, 

repeats her stage success, but Alastair Sim’s 

doleful dithering and evasive expressions 

ensure that the film is never merely a vehicle 

for her talents.  8/10 ” 

 

“The duel between Miss Rutherford and Mr 

Sim – she bluff and soldierly, he with a 

sinuous crushed charm – is a confrontation or 

long drawn-out skirmish that should not be 

missed.” 

             –  William Whitebait 

 

 

The Good Film and Video Guide review: 

 

“Two great comic talents, Margaret Rutherford 

and Alastair Sim, are at their most sublime in 

this farce, based on John Dighton’s play about 

a girls’ school billeted – because of a ministry 

error – on a boys’ school.  They play the 

headteachers, locked in mutual loathing till it 

becomes essential to co-operate in hiding the 

blunder from some visiting inspectors.  On 

their staff are Joyce Grenfell, Richard Wattis, 

Muriel Aked, Guy Middleton, Gladys Henson 

and some others who help to make the fun 

virtually non-stop.  **** ” 

 

 

Great British Films review: 

 

“John Dighton’s 1948 stage farce, "THE 

HAPPIEST DAYS OF YOUR LIFE", 
inventively juggled the whimsical idea of a 

girls’ school being billeted with a rural boys’ 

school, through a miscalculation of the 

Ministry of Education’s Resettlement 

Division.  Margaret Rutherford and George 

Howe portrayed the respective, embattled 

heads of these supposed institutions of 

learning.  When this delightful comedy 

reached the screen two years later, Rutherford 

repeated her characterisation of Miss 

Whitchurch, described by Punch critic Eric 

Keown as "a most disgraceful exhibition of 

ruthless femininity."  But for box-office 

strength, Alastair Sim was engaged for the role 

of headmaster Pond, a stroke of casting genius 

which meant scene-stealing competition for 

the formidably amusing Rutherford. 

 

On film, "THE HAPPIEST DAYS OF 

YOUR LIFE" was a big, rollicking hit on its 

native soil, and quite a favourite of American 

art-cinema patrons as well.  The high-riding 

production team of Frank Launder and Sidney 

Gilliat worked closely with playwright 

Dighton, preserving his play’s rich lunacy, yet 

expanding its action to encompass the halls, 

classrooms and grounds of  Nutbourne 

College.  Where the play had confined itself to 

a single interior set (the masters’ common 

room), the movie ventured all over the 

campus, with hilarious results – from 

interpretive Greek dancing on the lawns to 

student spies roller-skating through the 

academic corridors.  Much of the inspired 

humour derives from concerted efforts to 

prevent visiting girls’ parents from finding out 

about the boy students, and a trio of inspecting 

governors from running into the females.  

Admittedly, the joke is a slim and solitary one, 

but the resource with which its makers explore 

its possibilities is a joy to watch. 

  

As bulldog-visaged Miss Muriel Whitchurch, 

Margaret Rutherford is quite brilliant, striding 

bullishly through the ivied halls in her sensible 

tweedy suits and academic gowns, 

purposefully parrying stratagems with the 

doleful-looking Alastair Sim in a bluff, 

imperious manner that beautifully matches his 

familiar crushed charm and range of 

bewildered expressions.  Their continuous duel 

of words and wits is nicely balanced by the 

gurgling enthusiasm of the inimitable Joyce 

Grenfell’s gangling sports mistress, Miss 

Gossage ("Call me Sausage"). 
 

Beginning with the movie’s credits, suitably 

illustrated by the wicked drawings of Ronald 

("THE BELLES OF St. TRINIAN’S") 
Searle, "THE HAPPIEST DAYS OF YOUR 

LIFE" is the epitome of great British farce, 

replete with innocent double-entendres like 

Nutbourne’s school motto, Guard Thine 

Honour, which gives Miss Whitchurch 

momentary pause.  Upon her arrival, the 

headmistress enquires blithely of Pond, "How 

many mistresses have you?" quite missing his 

startled reaction
1
.  Nor is the script’s humour 

entirely verbal:  the sight of elderly, put-upon 

Edward Rigby, as Nutbourne’s custodian, 

faced with the constantly shifting logistics of 

exchanging the playing-field equipment and 

goal posts from lacrosse to rugby, and back 

again – and again – is a running gag well 

employed by director Launder. 

 

Always attempting to surmount this comedy of 

a million errors are the lugubrious Sim and his 

                                                           
1
 No, the line is spoken by one of her staff to a 

ladykiller at Sim’s school.  He has just been showing 
off snapshots of his latest conquests to fellow 
members of staff… 



determined distaff counterpart, harassed but 

never quite defeated by the chaos that 

surrounds them. "THE HAPPIEST DAYS 

OF YOUR LIFE" is a priceless sample of 

vintage motion-picture nonsense, and it’s 

disappointing that the film is so rarely shown 

on television or revived in theatres.  

Understandably, Miss Whitchurch remained 

among Margaret Rutherford’s favourite roles.  

During the 1957-58 season, she and her 

husband, Stringer Davis, who had a small role 

in this version of "THE HAPPIEST DAYS 

OF YOUR LIFE", teamed for a successful 

Australian tour of Dighton’s original play.” 

 

 

Movies on TV and Videocassette 1988-89 

review: 

 

“Merry mixups when a group of schoolgirls 

are billeted at a boys’ school by mistake.  

Hilarious madcap comedy, a laugh a minute!  

*** ” 

 

 

Rating the Movies review: 

 

“A great cast of British character players has a 

field day with this energetic comedy about a 

group of schoolgirls who are mistakenly 

quartered at a boys’ boarding school.  A first-

rate, effective screen adaptation of John 

Dighton’s popular postwar play.  Also with 

Richard Wattis, Guy Middleton, Muriel Aked 

and Edward Rigby.  **** ” 

  

 

The Sunday Times Guide to Movies on 

Television review: 

 

“Margaret Rutherford in 1950 role of girls’ 

headmistress billeted on boys in charge of 

Alastair Sim.  Superior to subsequent St 

Trinian’s saga.  Frank Launder directed.  ” 

 

 

TV Times Film & Video Guide 1995 review: 

 

“No two players were ever more happily 

teamed than Alastair Sim and Margaret 

Rutherford in this riotous comedy about a 

boys’ school forced to share its buildings with 

a girls’ school.  Dame Margaret quivers 

indignantly, while Sim dithers delightfully at 

each new crisis.  Joyce Grenfell as the "jolly 

hockey sticks" games mistress adds to the fun.  

Richly characterised, frantically paced and 

very funny.  **** ”  

 

 

Variety Movie Guide 1993 review: 

 

“Bright script and brisk direction conceal the 

stage origin.  The story is given a wider canvas 

and isn’t wanting in action.  In fact, the pace 

never lets up and one hilarious farcical incident 

only ends to give place to another. 

 

Setting of the film is a college for boys, to 

which, as a result of a slip at the Ministry of 

Education, a girls’ school is evacuated.  The 

story builds up to a boisterous climax in which 

the principals are trying to conceal the real 

situation from visitors to the college. 

 

There is no shortage of laughs, but the joke is a 

little too protracted and wears thin before the 

end.  It’s an ideal vehicle for Alastair Sim as 

the harassed headmaster, while Margaret 

Rutherford admirably suggests the 

overpowering headmistress.” 

 

 

NFT Bulletin – Nov/Dec 1977 – review: 

 

“A kind of prelude to later adventures at St. 

Trinian’s, Launder and John Dighton’s script 

(from the latter’s play) about a girls’ school 

accidentally billeted with a boys’ school 

affords marvellous opportunities for Margaret 

Rutherford and Alastair Sim as the respective 

principals, who turn out to be as sharp and 

conniving as their pupils.  And as the anarchy 

and confusion proliferate so do the subplots 

and character parts (notably Joyce Grenfell’s 

classic Miss Gossage).” 

 

 

[no listing in "The Time Out Film Guide", 
"Video Movie Guide 1993" or "The Virgin 
Film Guide"] 
 
 
Radio Times review: 

 

“You can almost smell the school dinners in 

this superb comedy adapted by John Dighton 

and director Frank Launder from Dighton’s 

play.  The bones of contention that arise when 

Margaret Rutherford’s academy for young 

ladies
2
 is accidentally evacuated to a building 

already occupied by Alastair Sim’s boys 

school are beautifully observed, but the 

highlight is the precision of the pupils 

scurrying around the school to avoid visiting 

VIPs.  **** ” 

 

                                                           
2
 Or “girls’ school”, as we say in English 



“Comedy starring Alastair Sim and Margaret 

Rutherford.  Trouble erupts when pupils from 

a girls’ school are mistakenly evacuated to a 

boys’ college during the Blitz.  **** ” 

 

 

What’s On TV review: 

 

“Alastair Sim and Margaret Rutherford strike 

all kinds of humorous sparks off each other as 

a couple of fractious head teachers, who come 

face to face when a civil servant’s error lands 

her pupils on his school doorstep.  A classic 

British comedy with the two stars on top form. 

 ” 

 

“Comedy.  An official blunder results in a 

girls’ school merging with a boys’ school.” 

 

 

 

 

For once, a “classic” British comedy deserving of the name.  Alastair Sim and Margaret 
Rutherford are perfectly matched, and though Joyce Grenfell has only a small handful of lines 
as the overgrown schoolgirl Miss Gossage, she amuses every time she is on camera, while 
Richard Wattis does a nice turn as the sour maths master Billings.  The whole film is suffused 
with a radiant glow of confident Englishness, of which the muddle and make-do is fully a part.  
Nobody says “there’s a war on, you know”, but the spirit of the Blitz permeates it in every 
pore.  Below the surface farce, it’s a deeply comforting, reassuring film, and that must have 
been a factor in its popularity. 
 
When St Swithin’s school arrives, bag and baggage, on the doorstep of Nutbourne College, 
Hants, headmaster Weatherby Pond sees this as an opportunity to demonstrate his mettle.  
He has hopes of an appointment to the upmarket Harlingham School.  A hundred extra boys 
to his own 117 can be managed somehow.  “We could sleep the boys two to a bed, end to 
end”, one of his staff suggests with a hint of sarcasm.  But then, to his profound horror, he 
learns that the newly-arrived boys are all dressed in skirts, and what is worse, are all female. 
The battleship Miss Whitchurch, meanwhile, is touring the masters’ common room in the 
belief Nutbourne is another girls’ school, and finds evidence everywhere that standards are 
not what she’s accustomed to – “Tobacco? Gambling? Fisticuffs?  We’re moving in a 
descending spiral of iniquity!”   
 
The film is twenty minutes into its 81-minute running time before the first pupil appears on 
screen.  True to its theatrical origins, it’s one of that category of boarding school films where 
the pupils mill like cattle in the background, and the plot is squarely focussed on their herders.  
It does not repeat the gaffe of so many school films in making all the pupils older than 16, but 
there are no recognisable boy or girl actors in the cast, and the only classroom scenes occur 
when Rutherford has to escort a troop of visiting parents round her girls’ school, while at the 
same time Sim is exhibiting his boys’ school to a party of governors from Harlingham.  What 
Rutherford described as “a certain amount of huggermugger” quickly escalates into controlled 
pandemonium.  “I’ll go through purgatory with you madam,” Sim bristles, “but Hell no, Hell 
no!” 
 
Will Hay’s schoolmaster farces, Jimmy Edwards’ “BOTTOMS UP!”, “CARRY ON TEACHER”, 
and of course the St. TRINIAN’S series, all belong to the same sub-genre of beleaguered 
schoolteachers, but though Frank Launder applied pretty much the same formula to “BLUE 
MURDER AT St. TRINIAN’S” et al, none of his later farces were as satisfying as this one.  
For all its running about and pillow fights in the dorm, the heart of this was a stage play with 
crisp dialogue (“Please sir!  I don’t want any more!), whereas the St TRINIAN’S films were 
farces plain and simple.   Hilarious it isn’t, but pleasantly amusing certainly, a fond echo from 
a time when being British had some sort of positive meaning. 
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