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My great-grandfather, Herbert Henry Rayner, born December 13, 
1860, was a proud team member of the Caius Boat Club.  The son 
of prominent Malvern doctor, Thomas Rayner, Herbert attended 
boarding school in Germany before entering Caius in 1880, at age 
19.  Following a successful two-year residence at Caius, he left to 
seek his fortune in America.  His teammates asked him to take a 
silver cup that they had recently won, as a reminder of friends and 
success on the river.  Now, as the fourth generational holder of 
Herbert’s cup, I can tell the successors of that generous crew what 
happened, after he boarded that boat for America. 
 
Herbert arrived in America at the age of 21 and travelled 
throughout both eastern and western states. He briefly owned a 
cattle ranch in Nebraska.  Upon visiting New Orleans, he fell in 
love with the city, which reminded him of Paris. He often told his 
children that his happiest days had been spent in Paris.  He loved 
the music, arts, romance and charm of the city of New Orleans.  
He was a great linguist, speaking fluent French and German.  He 
settled in New Orleans and became a writer for a local newspaper, 
The New Orleans Picayune.  He married Alice Peirce of New 
Orleans in 1889. 
 
Blessed with a great baritone voice, Herbert and his wife Alice 
would often sing duets on the porch of their home on Canal Street.  
Herbert and Alice attended the opera as often as possible.  He 
later introduced his children to the opera.  Sydney, his only son, 
was Herbert’s constant companion. The two of them enjoyed 
the French Opera House in the New Orleans French Quarter 
on most Friday nights. Sydney’s three sisters, Adele, Clarisse, and 
Marie took turns accompanying the men of the family.  
 



Herbert had succeeded in cultivating young Sydney’s love of opera, 
as Sydney would go on to become a world famous tenor. Sydney 
Rayner made his American debut in 1924 at age 28.  Three years 
later, his performance of Rodolfo in La Boheme in Rome was his 
acclaimed European debut.  He performed in Milan, Paris, Rome, 
and New York among many other cities.  Sydney married Eva Dinkel 
and, along with his then very young family, lived in Italy and Paris for 
some years in the 1920s and 1930s, as he performed in the great 
opera houses of Europe.  One of his three children was Merle, my 
mother.  The family was having their great adventure, while Herbert 
remained in New Orleans.   
 
But when Herbert became very ill in 1930, Sydney returned to New 
Orleans to deliver his finest performance for his father.  Herbert rose 
from his sick bed to go to the New Orleans Municipal Auditorium.  
There he saw his son, the great tenor.  Herbert watched and listened 
with tears filling his eyes for a few hours of ecstasy as Sydney 
received the great acclaim of the audience.  Sadly, the proud father 
would never learn that his son would go on to perform at the New 
York Metropolitan Opera.  Herbert died a week later on November 
23, 1930. 
 
Although his home for well over forty years had been New Orleans, 
Herbert remained proudly a citizen of England and a member of the 
Church of England for his entire life.  He often expressed the 
unfulfilled hope to return to England someday.  His two most recent 
years of fond English memories were filled with the Gonville & Caius 
memories.  His team’s silver cup had served its purpose and now 
has passed from Herbert, to Sydney, to Merle and now to me.  It is 
still here in New Orleans, and it has a very good story to tell. 
 


