Recollections of life at School in the 1930-40’s

 Eileen Kipling (Mrs. Masson)

The 150th Anniversary Celebrations included a Whole School Assembly at which I was asked to talk about what school was like when I was a girl at Ashford. The gist of my talk was as follows.

I was at school during the 1930’s and 40’s. In those days it was known as the Welsh Girls’ School and its motto was ‘Wisdom Gentleness and Strength’ taken from the initial letters of the school name. It was very much a ’Welsh’ school with most of the boarders coming from Wales. As a daygirl I was in the minority but occasionally boarded if my parents were away.

I remember my first day at school, I had to go to the front door which was opened by Ethel, the Head’s personal maid.  She was a stately person resplendent in her uniform with a large bow in her hair. I and other new girls met our Form Mistress and were taken to our form room and were each allocated a desk where we kept our books. We always sat in the same place in class and rather than move around the school for different lessons the teacher came to us. We always stood when an adult came into the room and did not sit until told to do so.

On the first day new girls were allocated to one of the five houses. Bevan Brownrigg, Hildred, Simner and Watkin Williams. My house was Watkin Williams and we had a lovely mascot, a large stuffed toy rabbit with long stand up ears. He was about a metre high and had yellow fur, which was our house colour. Needless to say he went to all our house matches and if it was cold wore a school scarf round his neck!

The boarders slept mainly in house dormitories which were across the top of the school while the little girls aged eight or so slept in small dormitories with two prefects to look after them. A senior maid called Alice, who was as resplendent as Ethel in her uniform, also looked after them, helping them to bath and generally mothering them. She was a marvellous seamstress and mended many clothes for the girls.

The top dorms consisted of curtained cubicles containing a bed, a cabinet, a chair and a washstand at the end of the bed with a tooth mug, a basin and an enamel jug. Hot water had to be collected from the landing, no on the spot running water or showers in those days. In fact there was a weekly rota for bathing which was in the bath cells on the ground floor.

After breakfast and bed making we had Chapel which was taken by the head. We were called to this by a prefect banging the gong which still stands in the Entrance Hall today. 

It was sounded in a distinctive way with spaced strikes in groups of three. We always wore hats to Chapel. One morning each week we had Assembly in the Gym Hall (now the Performing Arts Centre) instead, when sang the School hymn ‘Fight the good fight’.

We were summoned to lessons by a housemistress walking round the school ringing a hand bell but the gong came into its own again at the end of the morning when the call to dinner was a series of continuous strikes. In the dining room a duty mistress sat at each table and served the food which was brought in by a kitchen maid. No choice of food then and some meals were better than others, I disliked the rather greasy stew! Each day we moved on one place at table and when we had gone all the way round we moved on to the next table. Eventually we reached the Top table facing the Headmistress and some of the Staff, a somewhat trying experience. When the meal was finished we marched out to the accompaniment of a piano.

The weekly lessons apart from academic subjects included gym, sports such as netball, hockey, rounders, tennis (depending on the season) and swimming, first at the Sunbury and later the New Ashford Baths, neither of which now exist. There were regular weekly events after high tea and prep. The School was very active in the Guiding world having a Brownie Pack, two Guide Companies and Rangers which met on a Friday. No prep that night, it was done on Saturday morning. Twice a week one of the teachers set up a sweet shop in the Music Cells. She made all the sweets herself and we were able to buy them up to a certain limit, they were delicious! Music was very strong in the school and we had a choir and an orchestra. Those of us who took lessons in Piano, Singing, Violin and other stringed instruments created a cacophony of sound as we practiced in the Music Cells which were near the Bath Cells on the ground floor.

Whatever the day’s activities inevitably came bedtime. In the top dormitories the duty prefects took every girl’s temperature each night, reporting any abnormalities to Matron. Finally before lights out all cubicle curtains were drawn back and the girls knelt by their bedsides for prayers. In winter they were more than eager to get into bed because the dorms were very cold.

At weekends, after Saturday morning prep, the boarders played sports or went for a walk, the younger ones in a boring crocodile. The senior girls went out on their own, usually to the village, or if they were lucky to a daygirl’s home for a sumptuous tea! In the evening there was ballroom dancing in the Gym to a wind up gramophone. On Sunday there was a morning service in Chapel taken by the School Chaplain or a visiting clergyman and sometimes the whole school walked in crocodile to the Parish Church. Dinner on Sunday was always cold meat with jacket potato so that the kitchen staff could go off duty. After letter writing in the afternoon the rest of the day was blissful free time.

As a school we worked hard for the academic exams, school cert. matric. and higher school cert, as well as Music and Elocution exams for some of us. There was also time to enjoy many happy events, some termly some annually. There were visiting lecturers, we attended concerts, sometimes went to the theatre in London. and were taken to many interesting places. We sang at the annual St David’s Day Service in London and were treated to tea by one of the governors Bishop Watkin Williams. He also gave a garden party at school each year when we had strawberries and cream, a rare treat in those days. We celebrated St David’s day with a turkey dinner and the freedom of the school when we were allowed to walk up and down the main staircase and visit the usually forbidden places. Then in the evening there was a Fancy Dress Dance. Speech Day always included a concert or a show and at the end of the year we had a Christmas Present Sale, a Carol Service and a Musical Evening. Virtually all the teachers lived in school and occasionally they would put on an entertainment for us. I remember in particular a first class performance of ’The Admirable Crichton’. 

Sadly all this came to an end in 1939 when the Army Pay Corps took over the building and we were moved to Wales. Most of the school was in Powis Castle which was owned by one of our Governors, Lord Powis. The junior girls and the VI form moved to Rhiewport, a charming country house near the village of Berriew, about six miles from the castle  (See Jasmine’s separate account of life at Rhiewport)

Despite all the difficulties of wartime the excellent education we received stood us in good stead for our future careers which for many were by no means mundane. For example we had girls who qualified as doctors, lawyers, scientists, and journalists to name but a few. In my own case I entered what was then a man’s world, the life assurance industry and enjoyed the competition. Having taken the life assurance exams to eventually become a Fellow of the Chartered Insurance Institute, I worked my way through the ranks to become my company’s first female official and finally the first Chief Life Underwriter in this country. I had a large staff with male assistant officials and travelled for the company both in this country and abroad. It was an interesting life for which I owe a great deal to this School.

I mention this because these days the girls have even greater opportunities, and a much broader education than in my day. Do take advantage of this, my wish for you is that you are as happy as I was at school and that you have a bright and rewarding future. Good luck to you all.
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