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For my sister Livia




Preface


I went to a girls’ boarding-school in 1972. It was only for an afternoon. I’d been staying with a friend for half-term and we stopped on our way into London to drop her older sister back at school. I can’t remember which it was. Wycombe Abbey? Cobham Hall? Or Benenden, then of matchless fame for the education of Princess Anne? Though I’d never actually been inside a boarding-school, I knew all about them from books like Third Form at Malory Towers by the evidence-based historian, as I supposed she was, Enid Blyton. Boarding-schools were palaces of fun, emporia of midnight feasts and loyal mischievous friends. In the summer there would be lessons on the grass. In winter there would be snowballs and skating on the lake, heedless of the cries of Mam’zelle, the scatty French teacher whom everyone teased, anxiously bleating for us to be’ave! Girls! S’il vous plait! If the money could be found, I would join these happy folk before the year was out.


That day we drove up, not to the handsome manor-house that fronted the establishment, but round to an ugly annexe where a side door, fenestrated with chicken-wire glass, formed the pupils’ entrance. Shushed by the suddenly meek and obedient-looking sister, we threaded in silence down mazes of low-ceilinged linoleum corridors. I remember the dingy lighting, the rows of closed doors with something unnervingly quiet behind them, the punitive ugliness of everything, and the billows of cooking cabbage-smell that rolled up the passageways and under the doors like smoke through a burning building.


I went to a London day school; and had forgotten this incident altogether until the glorious book you have in your hand, with its startlingly bright evocations of women’s boarding-schools in the twentieth century, flushed it from the overgrowth of my memory. What an inspired idea of hers – to write a book on this under-exposed subject. Existing accounts are abundant but misleading. Indeed, as we learn in these pages, the shattering disappointment of little girls who had begged to be sent to boarding-school and were then faced with the reality was one of the most recurrent of all school memories and a common scar.


This is not a history of girls’ boarding-schools. It’s not easy to say where, exactly, you would shelve it. It could be under memoir. Or is it more like anthropology? Here’s a study of a vanished society, based upon the testimony of elders whose way of life has been erased by exposure to modern culture, but who remember the days before the first boats came upriver. The other option would be comedy, as it’s the funniest book you’ll read all year, and if it doesn’t win the P. G. Wodehouse prize, there is no justice in the world.


YMG’s ‘elders’ in this case are a cohort of women who already know there is no justice in the world, as they went to school in ‘the last years of the boarding-school olden days’. They attended establishments all along the academic scale, from the arid Cheltenham Ladies’ College to the jolly place where a ‘lab.’ meant a labrador. They are witnesses to a lost era, when hot-water bottles were made of ice, pudding of ‘phlegm’, and girls’ education was, in the main, so far subsumed to that of their brothers that fear of ‘putting husbands off’ with too much of it was an important consideration for the makers of their timetables. The oldest of them were schooled in the 1930s. As for the youngest, YMG decided,






My cut-off date … would be the advent of the duvet. As soon as duvets, with their downy warmth and tog-factors, came into fashion, I would be out. This was in about 1979, the introduction of duvets coinciding with the Thatcher era. The girls’ boarding-school in the age of the duvet is another matter entirely from the girls’ boarding-school in the age of the frozen hot-water bottle.








A lost world, and also a closed one. It is now unimaginable that parents would consign their offspring for months and even years, if the parents lived far away, with no questions asked and no contact but the occasional censored letter, to a place they had chosen from a photograph in a prospectus, or because ‘the quality of the toasted tea cake’ at the open day had made an impression upon them. But so it was: much of what is described here could only occur in an environment almost completely shut off from outside interference and therefore free to breed self-perpetuating systems, preoccupations, rules and taboos so arcane and downright bonkers that if an ex-girl is rash enough to mention them in adult life, no one will believe her. YMG suggests this is something to do with women:






Anyone who has ever compared a convent with a monastery will have noticed that women tend to make more rules than men. Compare the way the genial monks at the Community of the Resurrection at Mirfield wolf down their supper and chat (they pronounce ‘pizza’ as ‘pitzer’) while the West Mailing nuns nibble their bread and marge in silence.








Few authors would have such a fruitful comparison at their command; but one comes to expect it from YMG. As I turned the pages and bits of boarding-school life were unearthed piecemeal, like the skeleton of some fantastic and once-common beast, I began to imagine what an index would look like:


Bath cube, 25, 72; as love tribute, 110


Books (and periodicals): discouraged, 87–8, restricted, 142; confiscated if discovered, 73; pages of, as supplement to blankets in winter, 59; new, as a metaphor for virginity, 97; worn and dog-eared, as a metaphor for sexual experience, 97; school library, pages of, taped together as a means of censorship, 143


Bosoms: mistresses’, 27; as defining feature, 27–8; names for, 28; and cardigans, 36


Bosoms, books and bath cubes. Who now remembers bath cubes, that most Spartan of bath-time luxuries, the main point of which was to disguise the rusty patches of bath enamel under your bottom with their own indissoluble sandiness? Let alone that they once had currency as single enticements.


YMG has been fortunate in her examples of Boarding-School Woman: a type of adult female who, her researches reveal,






sleeps with the window wide open; feels homesick on Sunday evenings even though she is now at home; never touches cauliflower cheese; keeps an old address book in which most of the addresses have been there for so long that they don’t have postcodes; knows the Matins Collects by heart; fears unpopularity even among fully grown women in middle age; and still associates Friday with the smell of fish.








If this sample is representative, then Boarding-School Woman is also funny and thoughtful – and clever, in spite of the exertions of her school. Also, possessed of perfect memory. The women here have near-eidetic recall of their schooldays and we must all be grateful that YMG has got to them in time to pluck their collective experience from the waters of oblivion. They don’t remember things in the way a non-boarder might expect. Who’d suppose that one of the very worst horrors a boarding-school could inflict was, by general agreement, ‘the mistress who wanted to be your friend’? And that grown women would still be shuddering forty years later at the memory of this menace: ‘you thought she might take your hand and stroke it’?


Physical and emotional privations, on the other hand, are shrugged off, as are the many ingenious acts of sadism in these pages. YMG detects a remarkable lack of self-pity in her sample of Old Girls: they do not see themselves as ‘victims’ or ‘survivors’ of any kind and would hate to be regarded as such. The only time anyone really seems angry is when the question of what had happened when they left school came up. Some women from the ‘book-learning puts husbands off’ type of establishment felt that the neglect of their education, be it wilful or careless, had hobbled them for life.


It wasn’t necessarily the fault of the schools. Schools are among the slowest of entities to register social change. Ideas and textbooks are only replaced when absolutely necessary and the traditional practice is to prepare the current generation of pupils for the lives of the preceding one. When change is rapid and unprecedented, as happened with women’s expectations in the twentieth century, this matters more.


I doubt a better chronicler of these times could be found than YMG. As an alumna of Sibton Park Preparatory School for Girls, she has had experiences with cauliflower that have left her with a fine sense of sympathetic discrimination. She is not one for over-emoting, and nothing seems to leave her aghast. The incidents of cruelty appear without comment – they stand on their own merits – and we often sense a muffled cheer for school eccentricities and the kind of resilient woman they produced.


There’s a different sort of sensitivity at work in YMG: a genius for comedy, and also a kind of comic pathos that leaves us not knowing whether to laugh or cry. For example, when she points out the deployment of capital letters in school literature, or School Literature, as a form of reverence for school creeds (‘three grey School Cardigans’ on a terrifying clothes list). Or when she exhumes a gem like Miss Alice Baird’s letter to her sixth form at St James’s, West Malvern, in the 1930s: ‘I sometimes speak about the dry rot of slackness …’ begins Miss Baird, and instantly we are there in West Malvern with her. We can well imagine the rolling eyes of the poor sixth-former reading this; but we can also picture Miss Baird writing it from the confines of her prospects between the wars: the changeless timetable of the years, the aeons of tenure implied in that ‘I sometimes speak’; the note of self-estimation she permits herself in resorting to her own mot juste.


St James’s has since merged with three other schools in the vicinity of West Malvern and is one of the girls’ boarding-schools ‘still going strong’ today, as YMG puts it, with the faintly subversive qualifier, ‘though some of them can only keep going by bringing in a large number of girls from overseas’. If you look it up you’ll find it now offers show-jumping, drama and a fashion show to girls who can choose ‘to stay with us all week, all term, or drop in for a night now and then’. Drop in.

Drop in, under the very portrait of Miss Baird. I do hope these girls all get Terms & Conditions for Christmas, to show them how lucky they are. In fact, I hope everyone gets Terms & Conditions for Christmas, as it will make a joy of Boxing Day.


NICOLA SHULMAN




Introduction


Girls, Old Girls and Very Old Girls


She sleeps with the window wide open all year round; feels homesick on Sunday evenings even though she is now at home; never touches cauliflower cheese; keeps an old address book in which most of the addresses have been there for so long that they don’t have postcodes; knows the Matins Collects by heart; fears unpopularity even among fully-grown women in middle age; and still associates Friday with the smell of fish. She has a soft spot for carpeted rooms; is an accomplished maker of beds and thinks fitted sheets are cheating; knows how to cast on and off in knitting; and still thinks there is something exciting about a parcel arriving by post, even if it’s just a consignment of Hoover bags from Amazon. She’s proud that once (but only once) she made a whole long-sleeved silk blouse; she uses the adjective ‘super’ decades after it has gone out of fashion; can do ‘the devil’s fork’ in cat’s cradle; when in France says ‘Mamzelle’ rather than ‘Mamm-euh-zelle’; still slightly dreads a hairwash; and feels nauseous when accosted by the smell of wood polish on a stairwell.


She belongs to the genus ‘Woman Who Went to a British Girls’ Boarding-School’, and in this book I shall try to capture her kind and the establishments she attended. Since starting to study the subject of girls’ boarding-schools and the women who went to them within living memory – a small but distinct fraction of the British population, and one not often in the limelight – I think I’ve become adept at spotting such a person in the crowd: at least, if she is above the age of 55. She has a certain inner toughness about her, which peeps out from her ageing face. I can tell, from her posture and her calves, whether she was good or bad at games. She might be riding a bicycle with a basket up a London street, or requesting a new biography or Christmas cookbook at the local independent bookshop (the height of the book’s brow depending on the blueness of her stocking), or producing her recyclable bags at the supermarket till, or looking for a blind (plain or chintzy) in the soft furnishings department at John Lewis, and I wonder: Which one did you go to? Did you walk in a crocodile to church on Sunday mornings? Did your dormitory win the Tidiness Cup? Did you love or hate the endless afternoons on the lacrosse pitch? And do you pronounce it ‘lacrosse’ or ‘la-crawsse’?


The character traits I mention above are not those of every boarding-school girl. For example, five years of enforced finishing up of one’s Saturday-evening cauliflower cheese can send a person in two directions. Either she finds she can eat anything put in front of her for the rest of her life, never makes a fuss and gets annoyed with other people who do; or she can go to the other extreme and live an adulthood of extreme pickiness. I know of one ex-boarding-school girl who won’t allow a cauliflower into her house. Likewise, years of enforced sleeping with the window wide open in winter, so that a gale blew through the dormitory and you had to crack the ice in the basin in the morning, can turn a person either into someone who can’t now get to sleep unless the window is wide open, or someone who has to have the central heating in the bedroom turned up high even in June, and an electric blanket too. Cicely Taylor, vivacious and bicycle-riding ex-Wycombe Abbey girl, who takes middle-aged people on cultural tours on ships (and who took me on a tour round the vast grounds of Wycombe Abbey), told me that some of the ex-boarding-school members of her travelling party get ‘very uptight’ when they discover they can’t open the window of their cabin. They really would prefer to be soaked with sea-spray than deprived of fresh air.


The overriding trait seems to be a deep love of home, and a keen sense of the difference between home and school, or between home and any other institution. It occurred to me when researching this book that the word ‘homely’ needed to be invented only because children were sent away from home. It was used as a weapon of persuasion, both by prospectuses trying to woo new girls, and by parents breaking the news to their daughters that they were going to be sent to a ‘lovely homely school in a big country house’. In my researches I would come to see just how wide a spectrum the word ‘homely’ could cover.


Women who have been to boarding-schools live with flashbacks both joyous and nightmarish: more vivid than daygirls’ flashbacks because there was no daily escape. These women – and I’m included, because I went to Sibton Park Preparatory School for Girls in Lyminge, near Folkestone in Kent, from 1972 to 1975 and have the brown velvet beret and gingham overall to prove it – are still kept awake at night by a recurring procession of ancient but still raw injustices to do with hymn-books, vests and sudden confiscations. Arriving at the houses of my interviewees, all ready to fire away with a question about how many Bunsen burners the school had in 1952, I was often assailed by a sharp memory to do with knickers: knickers that had to be worn over knicker linings; the difference between summer knickers and winter knickers; the humiliation of one’s knicker elastic ‘going’; the desire to conform and wear the official school knickers rather than the slightly different type one’s mother chose because she didn’t hold with going to the official uniform shop; the time someone had to write a letter of apology to the school laundry because she said she had sent her knickers to the wash but in fact that had been a white lie; knickers that only went to the wash once a week, and bloomers that only went once a fortnight. These are the memories that really stay with a person. And these were just the kinds of details I was hoping to catch in my year of travelling round the country interviewing Old Girls in order to create a patchwork of twentieth-century boarding-school life in words.


The first Old Girl I interviewed, Jane Longrigg (b. 1929), lived in a cottage near Junction 5 of the M3. ‘Turn right at the duck pond,’ she said on the telephone, and I thought, ‘This is how it starts and this is how it will go on: I will turn right at a great many duck ponds.’ Eventually I bought a satnav which knew the duck ponds were coming.


‘I ran away from Mrs Fyfe’s when I was 14,’ Jane Longrigg said, putting her sticks aside as we sat at her kitchen table piled high (as many Old Girls’ kitchen tables are) with dog-eared reading matter.


‘You ran away? Was this in about 1942?’


‘Yes. Bubble Carew-Pole said to me, “Do let’s run away. I’ve got a hired Daimler coming. With a chauffeur.” The Daimler arrived, we were whisked off, and we went to see a film in Royston. We came out in the dark and there was nothing much to do in Royston so we decided to go back to school. No one had noticed we were missing.’


It sounded like the beginning of The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe, when no one noticed that Lucy had been to Narnia for the afternoon. But in this case, time in our world really had passed, and no one at Mrs Fyfe’s had noticed the absence of the two girls. It gave me a glimpse of a long, lazy 1940s afternoon in a world far from the Blitz, where girls of high birth rambled free in vast country houses and their extensive grounds, not being taught very much and vaguely expected to grow up into young ladies with perfect manners who would marry dukes. The official name of Mrs Fyfe’s was Longstowe Hall. It was in Cambridgeshire but later the school moved to Gloucestershire where it became Hatherop Castle.


‘Was there a Mr Fyfe?’


‘Yes, there was,’ said Jane Longrigg, ‘but not in my time. He’d gone out on to the lake one day to test the water to see if it was suitable for the girls to skate on. He fell through the ice and was never seen again. All that were found were his hat and his stick.’


So no one was keeping an eye on him, either. I would hear more about Mrs Fyfe from girls who were at Hatherop Castle under her reign in the 1960s, by which time she was very deaf and the girls would shout into her hearing-aid which looked like a cassette player and she would say, ‘Please, no smut, my darlings.’ Always, the tragic story of the disappearing Mr Fyfe hung there in the background.


As I drove away from Jane’s cottage, I knew my investigation into Life in British Girls’ Boarding-Schools was launched: but how could I do justice to the subject? So many schools, so many Old Girls. Think how many must have been to Wycombe Abbey alone, if it started in 1896 and is still going strong and has houses called Pitt, Rubens, Airlie, Barry, Butler, Campbell, Cloister, Shelburne and Wendover. A whole book could be written just about that one school – and indeed it has, and I’ve read it. It’s called Wycombe Abbey: A Partial History and it was written by the school’s legendary spinster English teacher and Shakespeare-worshipper Lorna Flint, or ‘Miss Flint’, of whom we shall hear more. It is because of her that a whole generation of Wycombe-educated women never, ever use the word ‘nice’ or write ‘Bucks’ on an envelope – always ‘Buckinghamshire’. I think Miss Flint must have been pleased when she came up with the book’s title, with its nice double-meaning of ‘partial’. I decided to have a start date and a cut-off date for the book’s main span. The start date would be ‘in living memory’. This is not a book about – for example – how Cheltenham Ladies’ College was founded in 1853 and run by the great Dorothea Beale; that, too, has been written and it’s called A History of the Cheltenham Ladies College, by A. K. Clarke. We’ll hear in passing how many of the schools did start; but I don’t want to bore the reader with too much ‘It was agreed that a memorandum should be prepared on the constitution and duties of the increasingly influential Finance and General Purposes sub-committee.’


Nearly every famous girls’ school has its own written history, and I’ve been collecting ‘boring sentences from girls’ school histories’ while researching this book, and have been delighting in them in their own way. In their very boringness – their meticulous recording of too much information – they express the devotion felt by the author (nearly always an Old Girl or ex-mistress at the school) for every aspect of the beloved institution. Nothing is too small to record. Each time a new stained-glass window is donated to the dining-hall by a grateful Old Girl (and it’s often), the event is recorded. So is every change-round of rooms, for example this one at the Scottish school St Leonards:






It was now possible to increase the accommodation in the school by turning the old School Room into the Sixth Form Room and, by means of a staircase linking the first floor of the House with the school building, the large room, formerly a dormitory, on that floor became the staff-room.








It didn’t occur to the writer that her readers might skim over that bit. Monica Beardsworth, Old Girl of Penrhos College for girls in Wales, and author of a slim volume called Penrhos: The Second Fifty Years, wins the prize for ‘passage in a girls’ school history with the most capital letters for non-proper nouns’. It describes a garden party in 1930 in which, ‘perhaps inevitably, the weather took a hand’. (Historians of girls’ schools would never say anything as blunt or unladylike as ‘it rained’.)






The marquee dripped; the bunting hung bedraggled, and the little tables were rushed into the Dining Hall. Massed Drill and Dancing Displays followed this Garden Party, and in the evening a short, informal Concert was given by Old Penrhosians. With the majority of the School on their way to bed, the Staff and some of the Senior Girls replaced the chairs and put the Hall to rights so that it was ready for the Sunday Morning Service the next day. The Service, which was crowded (‘Crush’ Sunday, the school’s nickname for these occasions, was singularly apposite), was conducted by the Rev. H. Lefroy Yorke, and at the Evening Service, a father of one of the girls, the Rev. T. Batty, vicar of All Saints, Coventry, officiated.








It’s like reading a paragraph in German, in which all nouns do have capitals. Capital letters are used in girls’ school histories as an expression of reverence. Lorna Flint herself wins the prize for ‘author so steeped in school jargon it doesn’t occur to her that a sentence seems decidedly odd’:






The headmistress enjoyed reading or talking to Early or Late Beds.








Although I’ll be making reference through such books to the earliest days of some of the schools, my real starting date is about 1939 – though one or two of the Very Old Girls I interviewed were sent to board just before the war.


My cut-off date, I decided, would be the advent of the duvet. As soon as duvets, with their downy warmth and tog-factors, came into fashion, I would be out. This was in about 1979, the introduction of duvets coinciding with the Thatcher era. The girls’ boarding-school in the age of the duvet is another matter entirely from the girls’ boarding-school in the age of the frozen hot-water bottle. It was not the centrally heated, duvet age I was interested in but the ice-age. The years I longed to capture were the last years of the boarding-school Olden Days – the last gasp of the Victorian era, when the comfort and happiness of children were not at the top of the agenda.


I yearned for stories about the coldness of schools. Another Longstowe Hall Old Girl, Mary-Ann Denham (aged 88), held up the crooked and still-red index finger of her right hand to me: it had never recovered from the chilblains she contracted there. ‘There was no heating at all until four in the afternoon when they lit a stove,’ she said. ‘We did all our lessons wrapped up in rugs, with mittens on. But I had to have this hand out, in order to write.’ Old Girls told me how they used to put their small allocated piece of floor-carpet on to their beds to add another layer to the pitiful sheets and blankets, as well as their heavy woollen school cloaks, to which they were addicted. Evacuated to Chatsworth in the war, Nancie Park picked her hot-water bottle off the floor in the morning and found it was a solid lump of ice.


Another reason for the 1979 cut-off date is that I wanted to make clear that this book is not a brochure – or any kind of anti-brochure – for the boarding-schools mentioned, many of which are still thriving, and deserve to be. Any 1970s trouble I might mention, when discipline and achievement started to fall apart, has now either been rectified or the school in question has closed.


You can spend happy hours browsing the websites of today’s dazzling girls’ boarding-schools; I urge you to do this once you’ve read this book, and you’ll see just how different it all is nowadays. The schools look mouthwatering, with their purpose-built theatres, heated pools and girls playing the saxophone and making eco-cars. You can read the headmistress’s introductory letter, or click on to a video of her speaking about how she never ceases to be amazed by what the girls manage to achieve in the school’s nurturing environment, one that seeks to empower and bring out the very best in ‘each and every girl’. You click on to the different boarding-houses and each one has a ‘vibrant, happy atmosphere’ and is ‘a home from home for all our 66 girls’. Then you click on to the section called ‘academic’, and there’s a photograph of girls in safety-goggles in the lab and a list of how many A*s they achieved in physics, chemistry and biology A-levels last year. We’re now in the days when boarding-school girls aim to become doctors rather than nurses.


Yes: the great girls’ boarding-schools are still going strong, although some of them can only keep going by bringing in a large number of students from overseas. Some have had to merge to survive. For example, Malvern Girls’ College is now called Malvern St James, or ‘MSJ’. The school is a merger not only of Malvern Girls’ College and St James’s, West Malvern, but also of the Abbey School and Lawnside.


It’s slightly heartbreaking to read the blurb in the ‘A bit of history’ section of the websites of these merged schools: it demonstrates how, in any merger, there’s always a dominating force that swallows up the weaker. ‘The name of Lawnside is celebrated in one of the two main meeting rooms in Malvern St James,’ we’re told. Can it really be that the whole great school of Lawnside, with its traditions and its legendary pearly headmistresses, has been reduced to the mere name of a meeting room? One of Lawnside’s proudest memories was that Elgar himself once jumped over the birdbath. But one Old Girl I interviewed would be pleased about its demotion: she loathed Lawnside, and is still traumatized by memories of her vicious English teacher who wrote ‘Cliché, cliché, cliché, cliché, cliché’ down the margin of her essay.


I didn’t want the marketing departments of these schools to think I was writing about how the schools are now, or to mention my ‘plug’ on their newsflash for the day, or in any kind of press release, or on the continuous slide show on the television screen above the school’s reception desk. I’m writing about the mid-twentieth-century past, in which there were no marketing departments and no screens, apart from the roll-down screen for the film on Sunday night, with projector and reel: a reel which, as Lizie de la Morinière (Hatherop Castle, early 1960s) remembers, ‘broke six times during A Night to Remember, and which old Mr Wetherby, the school chauffeur, who was so fat he could hardly get in and out of the car, had to stick back together with Sellotape’.


*


Like many Old Girls, my fascination with girls’ boarding-schools began with reading Angela Brazil’s novels, in which gymslip-wearing girls, instead of saying ‘Let’s go!’ said ‘Scooterons-nous’. I will also admit to a childhood fascination with books about cruel English orphanages: an early form of Schadenfreude, because the worse the food was (thin, lumpy porridge in Noel Streatfeild’s Thursday’s Child or, in the case of poor punished Bonnie in Joan Aiken’s The Wolves of Willoughby Chase, ‘nothing to eat all day but two raw onions’), the more I liked reading about it. The craze for this misery-literature started when I was at a girls’ boarding-school myself, so I think it was more a form of one-upmanship: I liked reading about girls who were having an even worse time than I was. I cried at 12.55 on my third Friday when I knew the fish-pie ordeal was about to begin; but it could have been worse. At least I had parents.


Reading the happier kind of school stories such as Brazil’s novels, Enid Blyton’s Malory Towers and Elinor Brent-Dyer’s Chalet School books was another matter entirely. This was aspirational literature in which girls’ boarding-schools were portrayed as wondrous places brimming with adventure, where you would make character-forming friendships and live for the honour of the school. Many of my interviewees devoured these books as children, and some of them begged their parents to be allowed to go to boarding-school because they wanted to go to just such a paradise, ideally in a manor house in Cornwall, with a locked-up room in the attic in which they would discover the treasure which actually belonged to one of the girls who had been cheated out of her inheritance … and there would be picnics on the cliffs, lessons out of doors in the summer term, sketching classes with the art mistress, and with any luck ‘a blackberry foray’ in which the girls would saunter out into the countryside with their baskets and someone would get into a scrape. When my interviewees arrived at the actual schools, they had a great deal of time to measure their hopes against the reality in which they found themselves.


How did these non-fictional girls’ schools begin? Whereas Winchester College was founded by a medieval bishop, for a king, and Eton shortly afterwards by an actual medieval monarch, girls’ boarding-schools tended to be started, almost by accident, by two unmarried daughters of a widowed Victorian clergyman, who needed to ‘take in’ a few pupils in order to pay the bills. These sisters were often called Maud or Millicent, women with unflagging energy and small waists, who had a vision of how a girls’ school should be, and who brought their schools into existence through dogged determination, enlisting wealthy professional men (often cousins) to form the necessary company and invest in the enterprise. These women were driven by zeal for the idea that girls could be properly educated together, as were their brothers. They thrived on obstacles in their way. The historians of their schools say things like, ‘All this might have daunted lesser mortals than the Wingfield-Digbys.’


One particular girls’-school history caught my eye in the extensive history-of-schools section at the London Library, nearly all of which is taken up with weighty histories of boys’ schools with titles like Five Hundred Years a School. It’s called I Was There. As thick as the Bible, it tells the story of the founding and early years of the above-mentioned St James’s, West Malvern. As well as describing exactly what girls learned to say in elocution lessons – ‘An Irish squire in the West of Ireland was sitting by the fire with his violin when the choir-master entered with a bunch of violets’ – it gives a glimpse of the romance and the rapture of girls’ boarding-schools at the time of their small-scale beginnings.


Here we see the unmarried Baird twins, Miss Alice and Miss Katrine, both Newnham-educated, opening their new school for girls at Southbourne-on-Sea, Dorset in September 1896. On that momentous first day, when the doors opened, they had no pupils at all. It was a long, quiet wait, but by half-term they had secured one day-girl, Irene Bell. By January 1897 they had acquired two boarders. By the end of the first year they had eleven pupils, ‘enough for a hockey team’. In the season 1899–1900 ‘a professional coach came to coach the First XI’ – suggesting that there were now enough pupils to have a Second XI. Like many such schools, this one moved premises from a suburban house to a larger one in the country: in this case to St James’s on a hillside outside Malvern, an impressive pile cleverly snapped up by the undauntable Bairds.


I Was There: the book’s title captures the thrill of having been present at the school’s dawn. Here are the recollections of a new girl describing the first term at the West Malvern premises: you can hear her rapturous voice and the fresh air in her lungs:






I think we went a little wild on those first few days in this wonderful new school. I remember it as a time of rushing. Rushing down the wide steps into the green depths of the garden, rushing through the cloisters, down the Blue Drive, along the grass walks to the hockey field. As a result of too much rushing, a host of new rules speedily came into force.








Ah, yes: rules, and a host of them. That was to become a theme. Another pioneer, Penelope Lovell, focuses on the sounds of those early days:






Summer sound of ball and racquet on the top tennis court. ‘Yours!’ ‘Sorry!’ ‘Out!’ ‘Fifteen-all!’ Somewhere Haines is mowing. ‘Ker-slunk, ker-slunk, ker-slunk.’ Two pianos are audible; one is having trouble with arpeggios, and from the distant swimming bath comes the heavy creak and thud of the diving board, the momentous splash; someone is practising for her Bronze medal.








It makes you wish you were there, right now – even if the water in the swimming bath was 53 degrees Fahrenheit, and acquiring a Bronze medal meant somersaulting over a daunting piece of Swedish gym apparatus. Miss Baird comes across as the ideal Angela Brazil-style headmistress, strict but kind and living entirely for the school and her girls. There’s just one note that jars with the modern reader when Miss Baird, in one of the sections written by her in 1937, puts the word ‘jobs’ into inverted commas:






I do not know at what stage Old Girls interest me most. For instance, whether it is when they have just left the chrysalis stage after a time in Paris or Munich or Florence, and they come down here to dazzle us with their transformation. Or whether it’s when they come and tell us about varied and interesting courses of training or ‘jobs’ which they are doing so efficiently. Or, at another stage, when they come down as mothers of Present Girls.








We’ll hear more about exactly what jobs, or ‘jobs’, Old Girls got up to when they left schools like these. We’ll see to what extent a grandiose school motto such as Sherborne Girls’ ‘Great the hope and grand the prize’ reflected reality.


Before we start, a quick word on surnames. I’ve decided not to use ‘née’, as I’ve come across it so much in school magazines for Old Girls giving news of what they’re up to, and I find it rather diminishing. When these magazines mention (for example, and this one is made-up) ‘Laura Finch (Hannington-Perry), Lovell, ’53’, you feel the poor woman is being brutally summed up: ‘used to have double-barrelled surname, married Finch and lost it, was in Lovell (useless house) and is pushing 75’. It’s even worse when there’s no surname in brackets, which means that the woman never married. (‘Still Plackett?’ as Joyce Grenfell memorably said to a solitary fellow Old Girl outside the imagined tea-tent in her boarding-school-reunion sketch.) ‘Née’ is only of interest to the small number of contemporaries of the person mentioned. Old Girls’ magazines need ‘née’ but this book doesn’t. I’m using current surnames. Some of the people you will meet are famous and some are not: they are all equally important to the story.
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“Brilliant, hilarious. My book of the year’
India Knight





