
BIRTH 
Good afternoon and on behalf of Mary, Alan, Fiona and myself thank you for 
joining us to celebrate the very full life of John Edward Knight Sylvester who was 
born in the Megicks family home The Laurels in Bridge Street Lampeter a market 
town in West Wales and home of St David’s College the oldest university in Wales 
whose motto is “ The word of God is the best Teacher”. So very fitting then that 
John was born in Lampeter. 
EDUCATION 
His mother Doris Megicks had married a clergyman Cyril Sylvester and soon John 
was leaving his beloved Wales for Surrey which became his parents home. Cyril 
was to eventually become the vicar of the historic parish of Send in 1945 until his 
retirement in 1970. So John’s formative school years were spent in Surrey, 
studying at Allen House prep school in Surrey before he went to the prestigious 
Lancing College on the Sussex coast. His parents lived a frugal life in order for 
their only child to have such a privileged education though family support and 
various scholarships assisted. John excelled at sport at school whether it was as 
an inside forward at football, scrum half at rugby or as an all-rounder at cricket. 
He loved his cricket and played with and against the likes of Peter May and Colin 
Cowdrey. Indeed, I only found out this morning that without any training in the 
gym John demanded to enter the school boxing tournament, won it and was 
crowned champion. He was also a good musician and played the piano, violin as 
well as some brass instruments. Any hope of a musical career however were 
dashed by a hand injury sustained playing rugby.  
Johns education after Lancing continued at Cambridge where he studied 
Mathematics at Sydney Sussex College. John was a determined, almost stubborn 
man at times and very competitive. This was never more so than when he was 
playing sport. At Cambridge he missed out on a blue at squash when shortly 
before the varsity game he refused to play a university match preferring instead 
to attend the Welsh trials. After all he was only at Cambridge for a few years he 
was proudly Welsh his whole life. 
 
 



1950’s 
The rest of the 1950’s continued with National Service with The Royal Signals 
where he only seemed to speak about playing squash, football, cricket and cards 
in the officer’s mess.  I have the impression that National Service for Captain John 
Sylvester was not the hardest of times. His education continued with Theology 
back in his home town of Lampeter at St David’s College and the almost nomadic 
existence of boarding school, university and national service was about to change.  
One evening he attended his tutors home and the tutor’s wife was being visited 
by her younger sister Mary. I would like to say that it was love at first sight, that 
he had a bunch of red roses in his hand but when Mary who was in charge of 
cooking the Welsh Rarebit for tea heard a knock at the door she opened it to find 
a slim sporting young man with a mop of black hair swept across his head --- a 
haircut dad insisted was in fashion throughout his life ---. The young man dressed 
in a bright Harris Tweed jacket simply pushed Mary aside uttering the romantic 
words “Your toast is burning” and took over in the kitchen. John was to cook for 
Mary for pretty much the next 60 years. 
1960’s 
The 1960’s were to be very different for John. In 1960 he married Mary, in 1961 
they had twin sons Hugh and Alan born so prematurely that mother and babies 
spent the next 6 weeks in hospital. A year later followed a daughter Fiona. With 
Mary qualifying as a doctor and starting her career and John establishing a 
teaching career the children often found themselves being cared for in Wales by 
their grandmother and friends and family. John and Mary would make the 9-hour 
journey from London to Wales when they could, sometimes only seeing their 
children twice a month. John and Mary had little to their name indeed whilst a 
large silver cross pram had been given to them for the twins, Fiona often slept in a 
cardboard box. John and Mary were determined to establish a suitable family 
home for their children and rapidly progressed from a studio flat in Peckham to a 
flat here in Mottingham then a small semi in New Eltham before buying 12 
Mottingham Gardens in 1965 which to this date remains the Sylvester family 
home. An extremely busy five years as they set a base not just for Hugh, Alan and 
Fiona but in time for the extended family as Johns Father Cyril retired to join them 



in Mottingham as did Mary’s parents Hugh and Olwen. Indeed, Fiona now lives 
next door at number 11 and Hugh and Alan live only a few miles away. 
TEACHING CAREER 
John taught not only mathematics but religious studies and P.E. He taught in 
Charlton, Woolwich, New Addington and finally William Penn school in Dulwich as 
head of Mathematics in a large and challenging school. Not content with this John 
embarked on a career as an author writing Mainstream Mathematics a full set of 
Maths books for secondary school up to examination. They sold extremely well in 
the UK and in Australia. When the syllabus changed in the 1990’s he was 
approached by Heinemann Press to be part of their team and particularly liked 
writing for the years to GCSE “O” level. These books dominated the market until 
the syllabus changed again. 
John had a means of ensuring he was home from school at a reasonable time to 
cook for the family. He would write the school timetable each summer. A 
considerable feat when charts were written on rolls of lining paper and with 
anything up to a thousand pupils to get to the right room at the right time with 
the right teacher for the right subject. The first week back at school was always a 
fingers crossed moment. 
FAMILY SPORT 
We have already talked of John’s sporting talent but a knee cartilage operation 
restricted him. He did however come out of squash retirement to give more than 
a few lessons to his sons, played for LAMBETH CC simply because their official 
home ground was the Oval. We got to see him play there from the player’s 
balcony with his father Cyril also present. Of course Dad ensured he scored 50. He 
started playing golf in the 1970’s and won a couple of father and son trophies at 
Sundridge Park with Alan. He was very proud when recently Alan won one of the 
honours board senior trophies at Sundridge Park. John had missed Fiona’s birth 
and we are not talking about the nervous father being sent out of the hospital to 
pace the local streets by the exasperated midwife. No…John was at the Middlesex 
7’s. His penance was to take Fiona to the 7’s in later years. A regular day out for 
father and daughter. 



In later years John could only watch sport and I managed to take him to Wembley 
in 2010 for the Cup Final as Chelsea played his beloved Portsmouth. He was 
amongst the Chelsea season ticket holders and proudly chatted with them about 
his days at Lancing supporting Portsmouth and that he was last at Wembley in 
1948 for the London Olympics !!! Sorry dad but Chelsea won. I also took him to 
Cardiff to watch Wales beat England at Rugby. The fact that we were only a few 
yards from Catherine Jenkins at the pre match singing just added to his day out. 
Alan also managed to take him to The Open Golf at Royal St Georges. In later 
years he was never happier than to spend all day in the Pentre Arms watching the 
Test matches with a pint of Tribute in his hand. It was also five days of peace and 
quiet for Mary. When a recent test match ended with England losing in three days 
I don’t know who was more upset. 
His recent summers in Llangrannog were indeed a very happy time for him 
despite his increasing reliance on oxygen. Over the years both he and Mary were 
accepted by the local community and received tremendous support to make their 
summer home as comfortable as possible given John’s declining health. 
DIY 
John was not one for DIY but that hid his talent at woodwork and there is still 
furniture he built from scratch at No 12. He was also a registered silversmith with 
his own mark, though he only made items for the family. 
TRAVEL 
John travelled with his father Cyril who would often take ministerial short term 
posts abroad, particularly to churches in Italy and Switzerland in the summer. 
John arranged school trips, church trips and holidays for family and friends. The 
Sylvester Travel Agency was born and Trips included Europe, The Far East and 
Johns favourite The Holy Land. In 1976 the whole family took a caravan trip across 
a dozen or so European countries through part of the Iron Curtain ending up in 
Southern Turkey. Later John and Mary would travel to Canada, Australia and New 
Zealand.  Fiona has carried on his passion for travel. 
Educating Children 
John and Mary were determined to provide their three children with the 
advantages of education and worked hard to ensure that not only did this happen 



but that their four grandchildren Emily, Harriet, Kate and Clare also benefited 
from their generosity. Mum and Dad, we are all extremely grateful for what you 
have done for us. 
LLANGRANNOG 
The last memory of John for many was in Llangrannog at my wedding to Sharon at 
the end of June. His health had declined significantly in the preceding week but he 
was determined to hang on for the big day. He made it to the church service and 
thoroughly enjoyed the wedding. He spent the reception in our cottage at the 
venue watching Wales play football in the Euros – he had plenty of visitors. His 
improvement was to prove temporary though and when he passed away 
peacefully in his sleep at Glangwilli hospital Carmarthen he was back in his 
beloved Wales and only 20 miles away from his birthplace in Lampeter. 
 I have deliberately not spoken about two of his greatest passions that took up a 
significant part of his life namely Freemasonry and the Church. 
I now call upon the immediate Past Provincial Grand Master of West Kent 
Jonathon Winpenny to say a few words about John’s masonic life (summary 
below) after which the Rev Ian Welch will talk about John and the Church. 
 
Appendix (Masonic Summary) 
John was initiated into freemasonry in February 1962 and was to go on to achieve 
high rank in several orders. He had the pleasure of initiating his father Cyril into 
freemasonry in 1971 and it became an important part of Cyril’s social life in 
retirement in Mottingham. Some ten years later he was to initiate both his sons 
into the Feltmakers Lodge in a joint ceremony. Later he would exalt Hugh into the 
Royal Arch and only when raising a glass to him at the festive board with 
everyone else was Hugh to discover that dad was in fact the 3rd Grand Principal of 
West Kent.    
John was a master of several lodges and often several times and similarly in 
ancillary orders. He fulfilled many offices in his many lodges and side orders. He 
often played the organ and injected humour with his choice of music. His graces 



at Festive Board became legendary and he sold many books of them for charity. 
They will be a part of West Kent masonry for some time to come. 
John was a good ritualist and natural orator but more than that his extensive 
theological knowledge and masonic research meant he really did understand the 
true meaning of what he was saying. He presented many lectures to brethren at 
meetings. 
He achieved grand rank as Past Junior Grand Deacon and was Provincial Grand 
Chaplain in West Kent for seven years during which time he was honoured to give 
the sermon at the annual Rochester Cathedral service.  
He reached eminence in freemasonry through merit, he certainly lived his life 
respected and assuredly his death will be regretted. 
 
Appendix (Church Life) 
The son of a vicar John became a lay reader in the Church of England in 1957 and 
more recently the Church of Wales. He had considered being ordained after his 
theological studies but it was not to be. 
He enjoyed assisting in church life and particularly in the Sunday service. He 
would gladly step in when there was no vicar available though of course the 
communion would have to be prepared in advance for him. He gave countless 
sermons over the years, could play the organ if required and always sang 
enthusiastically with the Welsh voice god had blessed him with.  
He presided at funerals and gave many eulogies particularly for his masonic 
friends. In 2002 he wrote a poem that is now quite widespread in its use though 
he often did not take credit for it in the order of service.  
His involvement with St Andrews and St Albans goes back over 50 years during 
which time he assisted in the wedding ceremonies for Hugh, Alan and Fiona.  
His faith was without question and John saw death not as an end but the start of a 
journey to a new life in a higher place.   


