A Child of the Fifties

At the age of nine I was still a ‘little girl and as an only child I was excited at the prospect of going to boarding school. The Welsh Girls’ School was chosen, letters were exchanged and eventually I was invited to go for an interview.
We went as a family and were greeted by Miss Dunn who after the usual introductions took us on a tour of the school. I remember the gym where the girls were wearing regulation bottle green Greek tunics. The room seemed huge but the Gladys with its high ceiling and twenty six beds with only a locker space between each one was beyond belief. The tour over, tea followed and then the chance for a friendly chat. Miss Dunn made me feel at ease at once and when we said goodbye I knew I wanted to be part of her school. Years later, on a sunny Sunday afternoon when I went to visit her at her home near Guildford we sat and talked until the sun went down and she too remembered that interview even down to the kid gloves I wore. She took a keen interest in all her girls and knew far more about what went on than we ever imagined.
Arrangements were made for me to start in the Autumn Term but there was another visit before that to see the School tailor. The uniform was ordered and a promise made that it would be delivered in good time for the new term. Most of it was but on September 21st1950 I arrived at WGS in a green gymslip and blue blouse only to be told quite firmly by my peers that on the first day of term everyone wore Sunday uniform which was a white blouse and navy skirt. The tailor had let us down, blouses I had but the skirt was ‘to follow.’
My first dorm, shared with five others was the Helen, it had six beds and there was a small chair at the foot of each bed. These were carried carefully to the Dayroom on weekday evenings, where, for the first year we had our supper at seven o’clock. It was usually a sandwich and cup of milk or occasionally soup. Lights out was at eight o’clock. (Even at the age of eighteen we were expected to be in bed by nine thirty!) This is where Matron Fitchett reigned supreme. A petite woman dressed in her immaculate blue uniform with starched apron and cap, she had a strict no nonsense approach to everything. A stickler for cleanliness finger and toenails were inspected frequently. The small brown mole between my toes was a continuous bone of contention, it was prodded, scraped and tut tutted over each time but is still there to this day.
. 
Nothing daunted I settled down well in Miss Stanley’s class and took to the boarding life like a duck to water. Food was still on ration but despite that we had our four square meals a day and thrived. At morning break we had milk and a snack. Buns on Monday and Friday, doughnuts on Wednesday, on the other days it was bread with some topping. I still don’t like dripping but lemon curd is a firm favorite. On bread days we had a cake at teatime instead, things were very civilized There were special occasions too when food played a big part. Just before we broke up for the Christmas holiday there was a party to which everyone was invited staff, daygirls and boarders. Party dresses were in order and the main dining room was crammed full of furniture, there were lighted candles on each table, it was like fairyland, but so crowded that once seated it was impossible to get up until we had all enjoyed a roast dinner. Health and Safety regulations would not allow it today but it was one of the highlights of the year. From there we went to the Gym where everyone was expected to join in the dancing with Emily (Miss Ellis) and Miss Brazier providing the Music. Sir Roger de Coverly was the final fling it was danced by us all and seemed unending.
Beds were stripped and made each morning and after breakfast on Saturday we cleaned the dormitories. Prep followed and then before lunch we spent an hour in the house studies ‘mending’. I became a dab hand at darning socks, it was a useful skill but I don’t use it much today. After lunch there was usually a walk to the reservoir and back. Occasionally, in the summer we would venture further, perhaps a train ride to Virginia Water or a coach trip to Hampton Court it was on one such trip that I read the news headlines and learned that my heartthrob James Dean had been killed in a car crash.
A special day out, looked forward to with great excitement was the Festival of Britain in 1951. Where the Skylon and the Dome of Discovery made a lasting impression I also vividly remember hearing the proclamation of the Queen’s accession to the throne. In those days I was plagued with tonsillitis and during one of my regular visits to the San. Miss Dunn whose bedroom was next door and whose bathroom I shared came into the room clutching her radio. I looked on in amazement as she dragged the table into the middle of the room, placed a chair on it, put the radio on that and pulling up another chair climbed on to it and plugged the radio into the light socket. She then explained that the King had died so Elizabeth was to be proclaimed Queen and that we were listening to history in the making Later the older girls sporting black armbands went to London to watch the funeral procession. We younger ones sat on the floor in the classroom and listened to it on the radio. The following year when the Coronation took place most girls went home or stayed with friends for a few days. Those who remained at school were taken up to London the night before by an intrepid Miss Dunn and having slept on the pavement watched the proceedings from their vantage point. I, like many others went home and watched the whole thing on the black and white television set which we had taken delivery of the day before. Later we all went to the cinema in Staines where we saw highlights in glorious Technicolour.  We also took part in the local Pageant and did a Maypole dance. The dye in my dress was faulty it was blue with a large white patch down the front so to compensate Miss Jones gave me a genuine lace bonnet!
There were also several School or House productions. In my first term a very grand   ‘Nativity Play’ which culminated in a spirited rendering of the ‘Hallelujah Chorus’. ‘Rose of the Boarder’, ‘Imelda’ and of course ‘The Legend of Bregenze’ which we sang to Princess Margaret when she visited the school on the 100th Anniversary in 1957. There was also an unforgettable Staff production of ‘The Importance of being Earnest’ when Miss Burrows uttered those immortal words ’a handbag’.

There were other delights too. In a constantly organized regime it was a refreshing change when towards the end of the Summer Term we had Creation Days. During this time all lessons were suspended and we were expected to make something and display the finished item for all to see. I remember some sixth formers painting the summerhouse it looked very grand but there was a strong smell of creosote in the air for a long time. At the same time the Art room was a hive of activity and some enterprising souls even did dressmaking. The weather always seemed to be warm and a great deal of time was spent outdoors.

There were two thriving Girl Guide companies one with patrols named after birds the other flowers. We in the cornflower patrol spent a lot of time trying to light fires with damp grass in order to cook potatoes. These activities took place on Monday afternoons at the same time as Miss Owen took her gardening groups.

Roller Skating was a popular pastime. Thanks to the army, who had occupied the school during the war there were huts near the Music cells. Some were used as classrooms but the derelict one had a smooth floor and that is where we learned our skills. Because the walls were intact we could go from side to side and stop easily. It also had window frames with broken glass but thankfully I cannot remember any accidents. It was a great loss when some years later the building was refurbished and used as the Domestic Science room. Thereby hangs another tale for it was in that very room that I learnt to burn boiled eggs!
We seemed to spend a lot of time outside 

in the grounds. Playing in the shrubbery was also popular; in summer we made dens and spent a lot of time running about. In winter when it snowed we made snowmen usually in the hockey goal where they stayed until the thaw came. The down side to that was that clothes inevitably got wet and it was difficult to dry them.

The heating system was not very efficient and in winter one could always locate the radiators by the girls crowding round them. Chilblains were a common complaint with bright red swollen fingers much in evidence. Dormitories were cold too but in time we became quite hardy. The art room, upper fourth and fifth forms were located in the huts near the music cells. Not even a radiator here just a stove which consumed coke and belched forth noxious smoke and fumes. All water for art lessons had to be carried from the cloakroom in the music cells a pleasurable enough pastime and one which we often made last longer than necessary.
Who can forget Saturday nights when we used to meet in the Gym for dancing? I always admired the older girls who would sit at the piano churning out the pop songs of the day while we danced round the room bust to bust. We learnt to dance well and usually had a jolly evening. Sunday was a more sober day when we walked down to the Parish Church for Matins. St Hilda’s was never as popular as we didn’t think much of the choirboys there. After lunch it was letter writing in our house studies, my mother kept all my letters and gave them to me some years ago they were an interesting read and I was always asking for more stamps. Later when we were older a group of us used to go back to Church on Sunday afternoon, to teach at Sunday school, where I was also called upon to play the piano for the hymns.
The Chapel was a very special place where Communion was celebrated before breakfast on a Tuesday morning. Each weekday we went there in the morning and the evening. It was just a reading, a hymn and a prayer but it was a gentle, much valued routine in an otherwise busy day. On Thursday morning it was followed by hymn practice when Emily put us through our paces, learning the hymns and often a psalm for the following week. At the age of seventeen I chose to be confirmed and was baptized (for a second time) in Chapel on the night before my Confirmation.

Music played an important part in the School. In the early fifties the first of many St. David’s Day Festivals was held at the Royal Albert Hall. After hours of practice under the watchful eye of Emily we were there singing our little socks off in phonetically learned Welsh. The tradition lasted for many years and WGS girls were always represented if not singing then selling programmes. This was closely followed by the annual service at St. Paul’s Cathedral another big event in the London Welsh Calendar. St David’s day was always celebrated by an evening visit to the Theatre in London to see a play or a musical. Then on the Saturday there was a Hockey match between the current first eleven and a team of Old Girls. They were short of players the first time I went back so I borrowed some shorts and did my bit. Not bad for someone who never really took to games and as a musician always had the excuse of ‘having to practice’. The one bonus of tennis in the Summer Term was playing on courts seven and eight (now the car park) When in bloom the lime trees gave off a wonderful perfume which brings back happy memories to this day. A less alluring smell was Dettol which was used on the first Saturday of each term at a ritual called ‘bug combing’. After Prep we filed into the cloakroom area where the requisite fine tooth comb which appeared as an item on the clothes list was duly dipped in a solution and systematically dragged through the hair. It also brings back the joy felt as the term came to an end, when the same substance was liberally sloshed into a bath of hot water so the shoe baskets could be disinfected (versatile stuff).

Cleanliness was instilled in us. We had two baths each week and washed our hair once a fortnight but on other days a strip wash was in order, except for Sunday evening when the cry went up ‘hands face and teeth’. However one thing did puzzle me we were required to have eighteen handkerchiefs but only three sets of knickers including bottle green passion killers! 

In the early days, from time to time soap would appear on one of the beds in the dorm. There was always a rush for the pink, blue or yellow but no one wanted the rather indifferent buff coloured one. It first came to me by default, as the youngest I got what was left, but when I used it the perfume was wonderful so I just kept quiet and tried to get it again next time. I have liked scented soap ever since and when teaching received quantities of it in every shape and form!

As we got older a visit to Wimbledon became a popular excursion. We were usually well behaved and on more than one occasion were given a ticket to go and watch the match on Court One. One year it rained from the moment we arrived until it was time to leave. Play was abandoned but ever determined and much to the annoyance of the staff we managed to stay there all day and return with a number of small trophies collected as we moved from place to place to avoid the rain!
In the early fifties food was still on ration and that meant sweets were too. Emily wore many hats and it was she who set up shop once a month to sell us our quota. Some things were more popular than others and it was always an achievement to get a Tiffin Bar. In the lower school sweets were handed in to the Day Room and a selection collected each day after lunch until they were finished. Further up the School they were usually consumed on the day of purchase.

Midnight feasts were popular, the biggest and best was to celebrate the end of O levels.  Ours was on the Monday following Speech Day towards the end of the Summer Term. Loving parents had smuggled food into school on that day and it was hidden until “the night”. I have vivid memories of very soft corned beef, very hard bagels, red jelly, a bottle of Gin, some cigarettes and a wind up gramophone with a record of Elvis Presley. It was a good do but we felt pretty grim the next day. Years later I learned that in Miss Dunn’s day the Staff always arranged their end of term party on the same night and as long as things did not get out of hand were happy to let us ‘get on with it’. Unfortunately with a change of head some of these traditions went by the board. The class of 1958 were caught by an over zealous assistant matron who could not have been much older than the revelers! There was big trouble, privileges were revoked and   positions of trust put on hold, so having been in Simner House all my school days I suddenly found myself head of Watkin for the duration of the autumn term. It was an interesting challenge, we won the gym cup and at the end of term the girls gave me a Parker pen. I am happy to say it saw me through A levels and my college days, was used to write many school reports and is still a treasured possession today.
I look back on my time at WGS with great pleasure and our motto, wisdom, gentleness and strength has stayed with me throughout my adult life. They were happy carefree days with none of the pressures that are heaped on young people today. We took it all in our stride, exams came and went and we did our best. The compulsory subjects for GCE were English Literature, English Language and Divinity with Mathematics as an option! In hindsight I realize that we were blessed with dedicated teachers who had our welfare at heart. Miss Burrows, who taught English with such precision, also ran the Junior Library, (housed in a cupboard in the lower fourth classroom) and encouraged us to read for pleasure. I was once allowed to take some new library books home for the holiday one of which was ‘The Eskimo Twins’ which I really enjoyed  Miss Owen was a kind jolly person who loved nature. I can still see her planting bulbs in autumn and feel the thrill of watching them bloom in the spring. Miss Wall, who taught Geography and plied us with homemade sweets at the end of term. Miss Hyde and later Miss Brazier who made piano lessons interesting and of course Emily Ellis without whose expertise and encouragement I would never have considered a career in Music, although at the time I thought she was a hard taskmaster. However, of all the lessons learned probably the most useful one was tolerance. Girls from many different backgrounds lived together for twelve week terms, firm and lasting friendships were made but one also had to learn to live in harmony with those of differing opinions. Oh that some of the old values were more in evidence today.
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