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These pages are written to
remember the early days of
St. Gabriel’s School and the
Sisters who founded it;
amazing women who
received a higher education
at Oxford University early
in the twentieth century,
started a teaching
community, founded a
school and cared for us,

their students during
WW2.

Great forethought was
shown by our parents and
the Sisters who made an
evacuation plan as early as
1938. When the country
went to war the plan was
put into action. We
remained with our teachers

and friends and our
schooling carried on calmly.

It would be unrealistic to
say we were always
content, but our problems
were minor. We had times
of great happiness, unlike
many evacuated children
who suffered greatly.

We were given a strong
educational start at Mill
Hill, then due to wartime
circumstances our
academic, physical and social
education ranged from
brilliant to somewhat poor.
However, through all the
ups and downs we learned
to take responsibility for
our future education.

During the war we had little
communication with people
outside of school. We made
up for this by inventing
pastimes and forming deep
friendships amongst
ourselves. Many of us
developed an interest in
gardening which has lasted
for the rest of our lives.

Although separated from
our families for many
months we maintained
strong ties.

The Sisters shaped our lives.

In the end, we became
adaptable, confident,
independent women.

Brenda Tillotson
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St Gabriel’s School the first years
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St Gabriel’s School for Girls,
started in Flower Lane, Mill Hill,
a town in the London borough
of Barnet situated 9 miles north
west of Charing Cross, in the
ceremonial county of Greater

ST MICHAEL'S CHURCH

London and the county of
Middlesex. The school founded
by Sr. Daisy C.J.G.S, and Sr. Lilla
C.J.GS, the first Head Mistress,
started with ten girls in 1929.
The Companions of Jesus the

Good Shepherd (C.J.G.S.) was
founded as an Anglo-Catholic
teaching community in 1920. It
was a branch of the worldwide
Community of St. Mary the
Virgin.

FLOWER LANE










Our pre war social life

The School Birthday, celebrated at Michaelmas, was
a special event. In the morning the whole school
attended a service of thanksgiving at St Michael’s
and All Angels Church in Flower Lane. After lunch
the Sisters gave a party for the younger girls where
games were played until it was time for tea and
cakes.

Senior girls enjoyed trips to France and Girl Guides’
camp.

We savoured all of London’s exciting
entertainment, theatre, cinema, art galleries,
museums, ancient buildings, parks, gardens and the
zoo. At Christmas, the city was alive with glittering
lights as we shopped in the big stores and were
taken to the pantomime and circus. In summer, our
families went to the seaside, Scotland or the
Continent. We were part of the community life of
Mill Hill and nearby Edgware. We walked, bused or
trained on our own, to be in the city in thirty
minutes or in the countryside in five. We played in
each other’s homes... homes that had a maid and
the modern conveniences of the day. We dressed in
silk dresses and wore brightly coloured velvet capes
for birthday parties. It was a wonderful time and
place for a child, spoilt perhaps, but we were aware
of the world situation. We saw signs of poverty,
beggars on the street and gypsies in the fields.
European Jewish families settled in the area and we
heard unpleasant stories about Europe from their
children.

The threat of war whispered around us. The Sisters
prepared. The day we broke up for the 1939
summer holidays would be our last day at
Flower Lane. We spent the afternoon tying the
school books into bundles, ready to move and
had fun tossing the bundles to each other as a
test to ensure they didn’t come apart.
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The School in 1937
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There were close ties between St. Gabriel’s
and Wantage in Oxfordshire. The sisters’
home and Mother House was the convent
for the Community of St. Mary the Virgin
(C.S.M.V) in Wantage. CSMV was founded
in 1848 by William John Butler; Vicar of
Wantage. In the middle of the nineteenth
century, there was a spiritual revival in the
Church of England, known as the Oxford
Movement. Out of the Oxford Movement
came the first religious communities,
including C.S.M.V, to be founded since the
Dissolution of the Monasteries by Henry
VIIl. C.S.M.V. founded St Mary’s School,
Wantage in 1873 and St Katharine's
School,Wantage, in 1890. The C.S.M.V.
Reverend Mother Superior visited St.
Gabriel’s every year and | recall the
Reverend Mother Superior General for the
worldwide Community visiting the School
on one occasion.

In September 1938, St Gabriel’s evacuated
to Wantage. Germany threatened
Czechoslovakia, a European war seemed
imminent. Prime Minister Chamberlain
flew to Germany to negotiate with Hitler.
Tragically, Sudetenland was given to
Germany. Chamberlain returned to
England claiming ‘peace in our time. We
left Wantage and returned home for the
Christmas holiday.

While in Wantage we stayed at the former
St Katharine's School which had recently
moved to Abingdon to amalgamate with St
Helen’s School. St Katherine’s School was a
forbidding Victorian building. The first night
we slept in a huge dormitory with rows of

little iron beds and felt like Jane Eyre’s
Lowood Orphans. Some of us were moved
to a large pleasant house on the other side
of the road where we enjoyed the rest of
our stay. Lessons, netball and choir
practice soon resumed. On the whole |
enjoyed the experience. | read The Water
Babies and Anne of Green Gables. St.
Mary’s School invited us to spend a day
with them. We watched the girls roller
skate on their rink and enjoyed the school’s
production of John Bunyan’s ‘ A Pilgrim’s
Progress’ in their theatre.




WEST OGWELL 1939 - 1942

St Gabriel’s School evacuates from London.

West Ogwell, Devonshire became part  assistance of prisoners from the Sandhurst lived at the house in the

of our lives in 1939. The estate had a Spanish armada. early 1800s.

long history. In 1086, Ogewille was In 1750, Thomas Taylor built the present Daniel Scratton bought it in 1869. The

listed in the Domesday Survey. house, a modern (Georgian) building Scrattons brought water to the house,

The manor was then held by Wm. with a drawing room, paneled common  had a cellar full of fine wines, kept a

Pictavensis. In 1589, during the reign of room, library and additional staircase. good kennel of pointers, and were

Elizabeth |, Thomas Reynell built the Major-General Taylor, CB, Lt Governor  noted cattle breeders. By 1890, the

original West Ogwell House, with the of the Royal Military College at estate totaled 700 acres including the
deer park.
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In 1902, the house passed to a
cousin, then to a farmer who used it
to store farm produce. During
WW]I, the Australian Army divided
the rooms with the intention of
making the house into a military
hospital. In1925, it became the
Diocesan House for conferences and
retreats.

Ruins of the original house’s two foot
thick walls of unhewn blocks of
stone, old well and a bread oven are
at the back of the house. A section
of the early house remains part of
the present structure.

We were enjoying the last of our
summer holiday when on September
I, 1939, Germany invaded Poland.
Again, St. Gabriel’s evacuation plan
was put into action.

At Paddington Station trains were
packed with crying children leaving
London. A friend and | managed to
squeeze into a compartment and put

Tiggy my budgerigar and his cage on
the luggage rack. As the train left the
station and picked up speed Tiggy
began to talk. Children, crushed into
the small space to listen to him,
smiled and stopped crying.

Some eighty St. Gabriel’s children,
Sisters and teaching staff evacuated
to West Ogwell House. | arrived on
September 2. The house was
covered with brilliant red Virginia
creeper. It was warm and sunny and
the surrounding hills were beautiful.

Next day at | |.45 am. Sunday,
September 3, Mr. Chamberlain, the
Prime Minster declared to the nation
on the B.B.C. Radio, we were at war
with Germany.

The school’s cats were evacuated
with us. Mrs. Freckles, a tortoiseshell
cat, was the pupil’s pet. Appropriately
a black and white cat named Bertha
was the Sister’s pet. Bertha
continued aloof her life with the
Sisters, but Mrs. Freckles took to
country life, fell for the farm cat and
had kittens in my Girl Guide hat.




September 1939,
Friends leave London and gather in Devon.

Our first weeks in Devon continued warm and
sunny. Mondays were set aside for outings. Before
we set out on an expedition, we had to clean our
rooms and mend our clothes. There was endless
darning to be done as our socks, worn out from
walking, were always in holes. Finally, armed with
baloney sandwiches and a package of Smith’s Crisps
we’d spend the day on the beach at Babacombe,
Oddicombe, Teignmouth, Torquay or Goodrington
Sands, until barbed wire defenses were put up and
the beaches were closed. Then instead, we went on
expeditions to Dartmoor beauty spots.

A younger and two or three older girls shared a
dormitory. The older girls supervised the younger
one’s hair washing, bed-making, room tidying and
laundry. Each room had a washstand with a large
floral china jug, basin and soap dish. We strip-
washed in cold water before breakfast, first

breaking the ice in the jug on cold days. Happily
there was enough hot water for us to have a three
inch bath three times a week.

All was quiet during the first months of the war,
(the Phony War). We went home for the Christmas
holiday. Many didn’t return to St. Gabriel’s the next
term. Sadly, two of the girls who stayed in London
were later killed in the blitz. Lay staff joined the
services. With fewer staff and children we became a
very small school. Instead of the four school teams
we were divided into two, Spitfires and Hurricanes.
The sixth form disintegrated. Senior girls either
studied on their own for Higher School Certificate
or Inter BA or left the school. My class was
affected the most being reduced from 15 to 4 in
number.
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Rationing commenced in 1940. There
were plenty of fresh fruit and vegetables in
the country. The brown ration bread was
better for us than the white bread we get
now. We ate bread and dripping, butter
being scarce and often rancid.

Parcels from home were opened in front
of a Sister. Any sweets our parents sent
had to be shared. One day, | received a
parcel containing a cardigan my mother
had knitted. The parcel felt rather heavy,
but thankfully the Sister on duty didn’t
notice. | took it to my room where |
found my darling mother, who didn’t abide
well rules and regulations, had hidden a
chocolate bar in the sleeve.

The house had no floor coverings, no
heat, no radio, no newspapers or
telephone. | missed communication with
the outside world but was somewhat
comforted when my father included a
‘news of the war’ page in his weekly letter
to me. In his first war news dated May
10, 1940, he wrote that Winston Churchill
had become Prime Minister.

Margaret Greenfield (Williams) was a Mill
Hill girl who was an 81/2 year old new girl
when she arrived at West Ogwell on Sept.
27 1939. In her ‘Memories’ she writes:

“My main memory of my first term is of
being cold. The early morning walks wearing
Wellingtons down to the little bridge and
having to be carried back as | was too cold to
walk.

| was homesick to the point of being
physically sick and at Easter! 940 my
parents, stupidly withdrew me from the
school. However, by Easter 1941 | was
missing my friends and begged to go back to
West Ogwell. It was the summer term, happy
memories began ...”

| returned to London for the Easter
holiday. One of the fathers, who was also
our family doctor, had just returned from
Dunkirk where he’d driven a brand new
ambulance full of medical supplies for
many miles through France out to the
coast, only to leave it on the beach as
there was no way to transport it back to
England.




Pincherford Farm near Islington on Dartmoor was the
beautiful place where we learned to ride. A young man
called Malcolm gave us our first lessons in the paddock
until he was called up for military duty. Then we rode the
horses up onto the moor where they'd try to roll in the
boggy pools or join a herd of Dartmoor ponies. To ride in
wild open spaces in cold winter mists or hot summer sun
was a wonderful experience. By late 1942 we were unable
to ride anymore as the army commandeered large areas of
Dartmoor for military manoeuvres.

HAY TOR IN WINTER




ISLINGTON VILLAGE

By the 1940 summer holiday things changed, the
Battle of Britain had started. The sisters -
arranged for the children who were spending the
holiday at school to stay in Islington, either at a
house called Brackenridge or a nearby cottage.
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When we returned home for
holidays we found the families
among our acquaintances had
scattered. We lost friends,
could no longer travel freely
and barely accepted the black
out, rationing and restrictions.

Our carefree social life was
gone forever. We felt out of
contact; no longer knew the
top ten tunes, what was ITMA
a War Office Department!?
No, it was the current favorite
comedy hour on the radio.

The blitz began in 1940. We
were safe in the country.
When the school received a
night air raid warning, we'd
wake to the school hand bell,
grab our gas masks and a rug
and run to our allotted

places; mine on the ground

floor corridor flag stones or
in summer under the stars in
the shelter of a large copper
beech tree behind the house.

Church bells were silenced
during the war but rang out to
celebrate the 1942 British
forces winning the battle of El
Alamein in North Africa. |
proudly rang the West Ogwell
House bell.

Our dress was casual. No
more hats, gloves and dresses,
now we wore shorts and
sandals or Wellingtons and
rain coats as the weather
dictated.




As well as participating in the
usual curriculum, many of us
studied for the Royal Academy
of Art and Music exams. We
continued with the traditional
style of schooling until constant
staff shortages warranted the
change to the Dalton system of
education. It was a huge
change. We were given a
month’s assignment for each
subject and were expected to
study on our own, read and
complete the assignments as
we saw fit.

| found it daunting to know all
the work to be done ahead of
time. Rooms were assigned to
each subject where we could
see a teacher for help. There
were long line ups outside the
maths room. We found the
best way to leapfrog the queue
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was to assist the younger
children in front of us. Thus we
learned one of the best ways to
learn is to teach.

The first term, | had trouble
learning Latin. | forged ahead
with the subjects | liked, but
disregarded Latin which |
disliked and fell hopelessly
behind and was set early
morning extra Latin. The
Community’s early waker
silently woke me at 5.30 a.m.
I'd be at my study desk by 5.45.
It was winter and despite
wearing mittens and boots
indoors, | was so cold | could
hardly write. One especially
cold morning it was Sr. Lilla’s
(Head Mistress) turn to be the
early waker. When | got to the
study she'd left a steaming mug
of hot cocoa on my desk and a

jar of paraffin and matches
ready for me to light the fire
she'd laid. From that day, I've
been able to keep to a study
plan and will aways remember
this brilliant teacher’s act of
kindness.

We used slates to save paper;
not the slates of our forbears
but ones made of perspex on
which we wrote with grease
pencils. Paper was only used
for writing essays, tests and
exams. Although a
disadvantage, | developed an
excellent memory and still find
copious note taking
unnecessary.




SPORTS DAY 1940

The sisters believed we should be out of doors whenever possible, to
get vitamin D from the sun, counterbalancing the deficiencies of
wartime food. In good weather we had lessons under the big trees.
In winter we had outdoor activities all afternoon and lessons

in the evening. When double summer time came in we

enjoyed extra long evenings in the garden.

Netball was played on the grass outside the house, lacrosse
in the Deer Park and cricket in a nearby field. We played
matches against three nearby schools. We kept up our
vaulting skills on the horse and box which came with us from
Mill Hill. Each morning we ran a mile before chapel, up the
hill to the Deer Park or down the hill to the little bridge

over the nearby stream. At weekends we ran cross country
races and hiked for miles. We missed the gymnasium and
tennis courts at Mill Hill, but learned to love the care free life
of the country.

LESSONS IN THE GARDEN

NETBALL























































