Memories of School 1970-1978

by ANN CLARK (Mrs Rauber)

Do you remember:

         Playing hockey in thick green school knickers and an Airtex, with the wind whipping off the lake?

         Outdoor shoes (lace-ups) and indoor shoes?

         Leftovers from the boarders’ tea for break?

         Chapel Practice each Friday morning with Miss Cursue?

         Spotty Dick and Shaving Cream?

         Unimaginable toilet paper, akin to tracing paper?

         Your own green hymn book, left at your place in the pew?

If you do, then you were probably at St. David’s in the 1970s.

I was inspired to write my reminiscences having read what several Old Girls wrote about WGS during the 1930s and 1940s.  What struck me quite forcefully was how similar school was then to our day!  I have a feeling that there have been many more changes in the thirty years since I left school than there were between 1940 and 1970 when I started.

Eileen Kipling (Mrs. Masson) writing about WGS in Ashford at about that time, talked of moving on one place each day at meal times and then moving on to the next table.  In the Senior Dining Room we had to move on one place each day, ending up with two days talking to the teacher at the head of the table and then a prefect or fifth former at the bottom.  Also, for two days we had to clear the table, which often involved a mad rush out to the kitchen once the ‘firsts’ had been served in order to get first grabs at ‘seconds’.  So, some of the food must have been good!  We really ate some stodgy food, there was no choice and one had to eat a bit of everything including leathery Braised Liver which even I baulked at.  It is only recently that I have tried ‘properly’ cooked liver and quite liked it. Spotty Dick, chocolate stodge, green curry (globules of green fat), chicken curry (yellow but popular), bread and butter pudding (solid bread and watery sauce), boiled fish, semolina (frog spawn), rice pudding (not bad!) and much more which I prefer not to remember. Grace beforehand and following a meal, no mad dash out of the door; “For what we are about to receive, may the Lord make us truly thankful” was the one we said. The cutlery did not match; many pieces were left over from the days when the girls brought their own, and many were monogrammed.  There was of course the gong before lunch, calling us from our own house studies.  I was in Bevan (blue) which was where – I think – the old bath cells were. Last time I visited St. David’s the study was no longer there. We were meant to be in our own studies, but as most of my friends were not in Bevan, I used to skulk elsewhere.  When we were finally at the top of the school we sat at Top Table, with the Headmistress (Miss Gardner, or often her deputy (Miss Hughes)).

Eileen also mentioned a teacher ringing a hand bell: I remember that sixth formers’ duties included walking up and down the long, main corridor, past Bevan and to the outside door at the bottom of the stairs going to the Library and then opening the door and ringing it like mad so those in the outbuildings could hear it.  As far as I recall, when we were in the Upper sixth (1978) an electric bell was installed in the school office, a small room up a flight of stairs, which was next to Watkyn, once again  this was rung by a sixth former.

I was not a boarder; by the end of the 1970s boarding was a sad second to being a day girl, but I can understand why in Eileen’s day dancing in the Gym would be welcome fun.  By our time we had moved on from the wind-up gramophone and instead there was a yearly Sixth Form Dance.  I remember the upper sixth dance/disco (I think it was Bradfield College that year, the school with a Greek amphitheatre where we went to see a Greek tragedy with our Latin teacher Mrs. Hardman.  It was in a beautiful setting but we could not understand a word as it was in Classical Greek.) We had to usher these poor boys from the Front Hall to the Gym, only to be ogled at from on high by the younger boarders in dressing gowns, as we walked under the stairwell. They were stilted affairs, with teachers as chaperones but I actually cannot remember much.  

On a ‘high brow’ note, at least once when I was at school, we went to the Albert Hall to sing on stage on St David’s Day.  We only knew the Welsh National Anthem which I still partially remember – phonetically of course: A problem arose when we realised that we had to sing one or two other songs in Welsh: I can’t remember if we kept our mouths shut or mouthed “rhubarb, rhubarb” or some such.  

In 1970 St David’s, which had only been SDS for a couple of years, was still a very musical school. Miss Alderson, the Headmistress was tiny and thin and, to my eyes, seemed ancient.  At the end of each term we lined up to shake hands and say goodbye.  And didn’t we always break up on a Wednesday, at lunch time?  Miss Cursue was our enthusiastic singing teacher and she put together a lovely choir.   In the late 70s the choir made a record of various hymns and songs which was pretty good and which I still have. Each Friday morning after daily Chapel the whole school, girls from 10-18 years had Hymn Practice.  There were aural Music lessons and you could also learn to play various musical instruments, piano being a favourite. There were a number of music cells in a new building more or less behind the very old chemistry lab.  During the week there were several periods when you were meant to practise piano or do homework.  I opted out of music in order to do homework, which was probably a good thing as I am not exactly musical and cannot sing a note!  My form mates used to tell me to keep quiet!   When we had events such as the Carol Service, which was always lovely. Susan Matthews and I would stand next to each other, her singing, me mute but mouthing the words.  I was a fair bit taller than her and as we were put into quite strict height order I had to sink down into my knees and ankles to achieve this.  As in the 30s and 40s, we had to be well scrubbed, with hair tied back on these occasions, wearing our ‘best’ navy blue skirts and white shirts.  Normally, it was the old fashioned gym slip with blue shirt and tie.  I still have the tie, but not the felt winter hat or the battered panama. I had a really old fashioned coat, about third hand, but the coats introduced later, in about 1974 were horrid as were the ‘new’ green berets.  The “rosebud” summer dresses were ghastly, like sacks; by 1970 they were on their way out, along with the “coffee” dress which was worn for best back in the 60s. Flat brown shoes were obligatory indoors with lace-ups for outdoors.  When I was Head Day Girl my job was to check that the girls had both indoor and outdoor shoes. I spoke to Mrs Wadmore the teacher in charge of the day girls, about this, years later and she said she delegated that job as she thought it was not fair to get parents to pay for two pairs of shoes.  She had retired by the time we were in the upper sixth so Mrs Prosser, or was it Mrs Jones, took over as the teacher in charge of us day girls.

I have particularly fond memories of Mrs Wadmore.  She was firm but fair; we all liked her and most certainly respected her.  She taught us virtually all our lessons in the second form.  One exception was needlework, taught by Miss Frow.  Looking back I feel pretty bad as we were rather naughty.  I used to get sent to the Front Hall on a very regular basis for reflecting the sun off a tin lid into her eyes.  Off I would go and sign the book and sit in the Front Hall.  However, if you were sent to the Front Hall three times, then detention was the real punishment – generally on a Saturday.  So the next time I would not sign the book, but would sit in the Front Hall “Oh, forgot to sign the book!!” if caught and then the next time I would hide, in Simner or Hildred .The fourth time – to be fair to the system, I would go and sign the book, and so it would start again.  Thank goodness the second Form was only one year!  In the third form I got out of most needlework lessons as I had to go to the Orthodontist.  To this day I am lousy at needlework, but I have reasonably straight teeth!  I did not finish the obligatory blue apron for years. 

My sister, Beth Clark (Mrs. Schulten) was at school from 1966 to 1972 and left at the end of the lower sixth.  I remember, as an older girl, she sometimes took us for Prep. One day, when I was naughty, she made me stand on a chair.  She also told me that older girls would make the younger ones sit bare-legged on the hot radiators!  That never did happen, thank goodness!  She took me to SDS on the first day of school and happily kept me from being too nervous.  I recall saving the desk in front of me in Mrs Wadmore’s class for Susan Matthews. We had met at the Common Entrance and got on well, it never occurred to me that she would not get in.  How friendships start!

Form 3A was a bright room with very high windows, and a ‘traditional’ high teacher’s desk and chair. Throughout the school there were battered desks, no smart tables then.  That was the last year that Miss Alderson came to the class each month to read out our monthly marks and comment on our work.  I received some fairly caustic remarks about my Divinity marks. Whilst she read them out we had to stand up, so a friend would take notes. I think Miss Young later Mrs Rogers was our form teacher then. She was also our English teacher and I am sure it is due in part to her that I loved English at school and went on to Cardiff University to read English. Mrs Anelay made history so interesting and as I get older I still enjoy it.  I did not have Mrs Prosser for English till I took my A levels, and I owe much to her for getting to Cardiff.  We started Latin in the Lower fourth which I enjoyed although languages are not my forte, but I was invariably in trouble with Mrs Hardman as I was a bit of a chatterbox.  Miss Henderson (Mrs Evans) was our geography teacher most of our time at school, another subject I enjoyed.  Miss Hughes and Madame Roland had their work cut with me in French. Like everyone else, we tried to avoid tests, and on one occasion came up with the idea of Jackie Vincent sticking her leg through the railings at the top of the stairs leading to the Geography Room.  She would pretend it was stuck and the time taken to release her leg would be time eaten into test time – hence, no test.  Well, as far as I can remember, we didn’t have a test as she really did get it stuck. I know “fire brigade” was discussed, but I cannot for the life of me remember what happened in the end. Art lessons were fun as we could not really call it work.  We had to wear green or blue long sleeved overalls, as did the teacher.  We liked to stick things on her back as we walked past, mostly bits of tissue paper. Domestic Science with Mrs. Gibson was in an old army barrack left over from World War II.

We had plenty of sports lessons.  In the lower school, there were two gym lessons a week, one swimming session at Staines Baths on Monday afternoon and about three or four further games lessons.  In the second and third forms, Monday afternoon was ‘hobbies’ afternoon.  We needed all the games lessons, what with all that stodgy food.  We played rounders and tennis along with athletics in the summer and hockey and netball in winter.  I found netball pretty boring.  Tennis was not my thing either and anyway the grass courts were not exactly groomed.  We also had a stand-alone wall at the back of the netball/tennis courts where we quite often used to hit a ball.  I recall two games teachers in particular: Miss Gravestock and Mrs Finlay who had an MG, much admired and envied by many of us.  Miss Gravestock led a school trip on the SS Uganda in the summer of 1978.  We went to Copenhagen, Visby in Sweden, Leningrad and Helsinki.  She and a couple of girls suffered badly from sunstroke and were quite ill with it. There were three of us from the upper sixth: Jane Bolton, Tracy Booker and myself.  

When Miss Gardner became Headmistress she started to update the school.  She was very keen on amateur dramatics.  We put on at least two biggish productions: “The Lady Precious Stream” and “The Merchant of Venice”.  Amanda James played Portia, I played Bassanio and Susan Matthews, Tracy Booker, Carolyn Stokes, Rosemary Castle and Sue Sworn from the sixth form also had parts. There were absolutely hundreds of lines to learn – even after some judicial editing.  We also staged a couple of pantos for the school at Christmas. I remember Mrs Jones our Maths teacher being very involved in one production. It was all great fun and very childish: but we thought it was funny.  As to other public ‘performances’ we quite often had to take Chapel it was not very religious: just a hymn, a reading and a few prayers, and sometimes school messages. With Miss Young (Mrs Rogers) in the Lower and Upper 4th we had drama lessons.  We ‘wrote’ and performed some silly little playlets. It was during one of these or at one of these really daft Christmas entertainments, that Tracy Booker came into her own with an impersonation of Mick Jagger.  The extroverts among us Carolyn Stokes, Sue Matthews, Julie Valentine and others really enjoyed it and it was certainly more interesting than grammar!  

One of my first memories of Chapel was the ghost stories.  Susan Matthews and I clearly remember being pretty frightened by the stories Janet Cole, an older girl, made up about happenings in the Chapel!  As far as I recall, one involved the altar swinging forward to reveal stairs to an underground passage.  There was also one if not two marks made by wax on the doors to the Chapel.  Put there as part of an ‘exorcism’ of the Chapel, by girls there in the night with Ouija Boards??

When we rose to the dizzy heights of the Sixth form we had our own den.  When we were in the Upper Sixth we had a suite of rooms just at the top of the main staircase, approached of course, by the back stairs, the main stairs being out of bounds. We were probably more idiotic in our behaviour there than at any other time!  We could wear ‘mufti’ as well: a great privilege!  In the Lower Sixth we had to wear blue skirts (best uniform) with whatever ‘on top’ and then in the Upper Sixth we could wear what we liked except for jeans. There were only ten of us by then although the school was growing with the opening of the Preparatory Department, another Miss Gardner innovation.  Sue Sworn, Sue Matthews, Rosemary Castle, Julie Reason, Theresa Cheng, Karen Booth, Carolyn Stokes, Tracy Booker, Jane Bolton and I were, more or less, a happy band! 

All this of course is 30 plus years ago, so some of these personal memories are most surely not so accurate, but I hope I have the flavour of what it was like. On the whole I was a round peg in a round hole and so school days ran their course without too many hiccups.  It was quite traditional, in fact, old fashioned. It did not suit everyone but I was content and I know I am lucky that my school days were, if not the best years of my life, among them.

