Edith Hastings

‘Wimbledon High School Headmistress 1880-1908

Miss Edith Hastings, the first Headmistress, was born in Huddersfield,
Yorkshire in 1851, daughter of a cotton merchant and the eldest of six
children. She was educated in private schools in England and abroad, and
studied ‘privately’, but did not benefit from a formal university education. She
started teaching at the age of 23, and two years later was appointed
Headmistress of Nottingham High School. In 1880, at the age of 29, she was
invited by the Girls’ Public Day School Company to set up a new school in
Wimbledon. In her own words, she was worried that it was ‘a doubtful
venture, on account of the smallness of the population” as Wimbledon was ‘a
village...on the edge of a wild common’. She helped choose the school’s first
home, 74 The Hill, a newly built family home, (now incorporated into the
current school buildings) with plenty of level ground at the back on which a
tennis court would soon be laid.

The school was ready to be opened on 9 November 1880, with just 12
girls of varying ages in attendance. First on the register was Edith’s 14-year-old
sister Mildred, who had come with her from Nottingham (and hence the
school house name Hastings). Employing some exceptional teachers, the
school never looked back, new girls joining all the time. The Mansel Road
building opened in 1887, by which time there were 250 girls on roll. Miss
Hastings was a much respected and loved Head, always determined to ensure
the girls received the best possible education. She left Wimbledon High School
in 1908, handing over the Headship to Ethel Gavin, but she kept in touch with
the school she loved and continued her important contribution to education
with her involvement with the Inspectorate of the Board of Education, and as
a much-admired occasional Inspector. She later moved out of London to
Harpenden in Hertfordshire and died there in April 1941.

Further Reading

Tribute to Edith Hastings on p2 of WHS 1941 magazine
http://wimbledonhighschool.daisy.websds.net/Filename.ashx?
tableName=ta publications&columnName=filename&recordld=23



http://wimbledonhighschool.daisy.websds.net/Filename.ashx?tableName=ta_publications&columnName=filename&recordId=23
http://wimbledonhighschool.daisy.websds.net/Filename.ashx?tableName=ta_publications&columnName=filename&recordId=23

Ethel Gavin

Wimbledon High School Headmuistress 1908-1918

Miss Ethel Gavin took over as Headmistress after the retirement of
Edith Hastings in 1908. She was born in 1866 in Elgin, Scotland, the daughter
of a Ceylon coffee planter, attended a private school in Switzerland, but by
1881 was living in London with her widowed mother and four siblings and
attending Maida Vale High School (then a Trust school) from where she won a
scholarship to Girton College Cambridge. She took Honours in the Classical
Tripos, but Cambridge degrees were not awarded to women then, so in 1905
received her MA by travelling to Trinity College Dublin, one of the ‘Steamboat
Ladies’.

She started her teaching career back at Maida Vale, but by the time she
arrived at WHS in 1908 she had already been Head at Shrewsbury High School
(appointed at the age of 27) and Head at Notting Hill, and was therefore
regarded as a worthy successor to Edith Hastings. As well as finding time to
teach almost twenty lessons a week (RE, Latin, History) according to an
inspection report of 1912, she was active in the Trust, and in the
Headmistresses’ Association, various other local educational committees, and
on the Council of the Classical Association. There is no reference in school
records to the fact that she was an active suffragist, but there are mentions of
her in local history sources between 1910 and 1912 giving a talk and regularly
chairing suffragist meetings (it is not clear if this was the Wimbledon branch of
the WSPU, or one of various other local suffrage organisations).

At the end of July 1914, she arrived in Berlin for a teaching related
‘holiday’, but within days the First World War broke out, and she had to make
a daring escape via Denmark and Scotland. (continued overleaf)



Ethel Gavin (cont)

During the War she gave daily progress reports of the fighting to the
girls in assembly, that is, until everything changed on 17 February 1917, with
the fire which destroyed the school. The strain of finding temporary
accommodation and continuing to run the school in these circumstances
affected her health, and she died on 2 March 1918, at the age of 51, having
been ill since the previous October. Tribute was paid to her in the 1919
Magazine: ‘Rare indeed are the women who possess such gifts as she
possessed. None could come into contact with her without receiving a vivid
impression of her force and energy, without being struck by her magnanimity,
her broad and generous outlook, her swift, clear judgement.....we have
suffered an irreparable loss’. These words may disguise the fact that her staff
and students were rather terrified of her, which is hinted at in the ODNB
article.

The Gavin Memorial Library was created (at the rear of the Hall) in the
rebuilt school, opened in 1920.

Further Reading

Ethel has both a Wikipedia entry and an entry in the Oxford Dictionary of National Biography.
WHS 1915 magazine - a fascinating and very detailed account by her ‘My Summer Holiday in 1914’
http://wimbledonhighschool.daisy.websds.net/Filename.ashx?

tableName=ta publications&columnName=filename&recordld=17

WHS 1919 magazine pp 1-4 — “ In Memoriam — Ethel Gavin’
http://wimbledonhighschool.daisy.websds.net/Filename.ashx?

tableName=ta publications&columnName=filename&recordld=19



https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ethel_Gavin
https://www.oxforddnb.com/display/10.1093/ref:odnb/9780198614128.001.0001/odnb-9780198614128-e-55584;jsessionid=FFB5984B22F4917C248EB3EE5C77C24A
http://wimbledonhighschool.daisy.websds.net/Filename.ashx?tableName=ta_publications&columnName=filename&recordId=17
http://wimbledonhighschool.daisy.websds.net/Filename.ashx?tableName=ta_publications&columnName=filename&recordId=17
http://wimbledonhighschool.daisy.websds.net/Filename.ashx?tableName=ta_publications&columnName=filename&recordId=19
http://wimbledonhighschool.daisy.websds.net/Filename.ashx?tableName=ta_publications&columnName=filename&recordId=19

Mabel Lews

‘Wimbledon High School Headmistress 1918-1939

Miss Mabel Eleanor Lewis was born in 1880 in Hereford, and educated
at Hereford High School and Newnham College Cambridge, where she studied
Classics. For her teacher training she was attached to Blackheath High School.
She joined Wimbledon High as an Assistant Mistress in 1904, teaching Classics
and German. She left in 1912 to spend a year studying at the University of
Grenoble, and on her return in 1913 was appointed Head of Southend High
School for Girls. On the death of Miss Gavin in 1918, Mabel Lewis returned to
Wimbledon High School as Headmistress, teaching Classics and Scripture. Of
course, the year before the main school building had burnt down, and the
school was operating in temporary buildings all over the place. In spite of this
the school was full to capacity for the whole of her tenure.

Miss Lewis oversaw the reconstruction of the main Mansel Road School
building, which opened in 1920. According to school records she took leave of
absence to visit Egypt and Palestine in Spring term 1923. On retiring in 1939,
the tribute paid to her by her colleague Miss Truman began: ‘Miss Lewis ‘s
Headmistress-ship of Wimbledon High School must have been unique, for she
took up the reins of office in one European war and laid them down in
another’. Mabel Lewis died in Bath in January 1963, and is buried in Bath
Abbey Cemetery.

Further Reading

WHS 1940 magazine pp 2-6 for some excellent tributes paid to Miss Lewis on her retirement by
Old Girls and colleagues http://wimbledonhighschool.daisy.websds.net/Filename.ashx?
tableName=ta publications&columnName=filename&recordid=22



http://wimbledonhighschool.daisy.websds.net/Filename.ashx?tableName=ta_publications&columnName=filename&recordId=22
http://wimbledonhighschool.daisy.websds.net/Filename.ashx?tableName=ta_publications&columnName=filename&recordId=22

Kathleen Littlewood

‘Wimbledon High School Headmistress 1940 - 1949

Kathleen (Kate) Daisy Bewicke Littlewood was born in 1889 in
Newmarket, the youngest child of eight of the vicar of All Saints, Newmarket,
and moved around as a child with his work. She was awarded a scholarship to
study Modern History at Lady Margaret Hall, Oxford. She taught at Francis
Holland School 1913-1917, Croydon High School 1917-1924, and was
appointed Head at Bromley High School in 1924. On the retirement of Miss
Lewis, she took over as Headmistress of Wimbledon High, starting in January
1940, and continuing to live in Bromley. There was nothing normal about
WHS life in the decade she was Head, joining just as the Phoney War gave way
to the real thing. Considerable physical damage was inflicted on the school,
and numbers fluctuated (girls were not officially evacuated, but many were
sent by their parents to other parts of the country). Another member of staff
remembered her: ‘One sensed immediately her warm-hearted and outgoing
personality, generous almost beyond belief of her time, energy, service and
advice, the latter given unstintingly to her pupils and staff often long after they
had left. With this went a deep humanity and warm affection, a large-hearted
giving of love and interest and enthusiasm, from which stemmed her unselfish
involvement in so many people’s lives’. It is hardly surprising to learn that she
had a lifelong deep religious faith. In the midst of bomb damage, chaos and
anxiety she was able to organise entertainments and fun events, to raise the
spirits of all around her. After retirement in 1949, she continued to live in the
same house in Bromley where she died in 1975, aged 85.

Further Reading

WHS 1976 magazine pp 4-5 - ‘Memorial Address for Miss K.D.B. Littlewood’ given at St Mary’s
Church, Aldermary on 18th October 1975
http://wimbledonhighschool.daisy.websds.net/Filename.ashx?

tableName=ta publications&columnName=filename&recordld=98



http://wimbledonhighschool.daisy.websds.net/Filename.ashx?tableName=ta_publications&columnName=filename&recordId=98
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Marguerite Burke

‘Wimbledon High School Headmistress 1949-1962

Miss Marguerite McDonald Burke was born in 1899 in Rangoon, Burma
(now Yangon, Myanmar), where her father was a police inspector under
British rule. She was baptised in Rangoon Cathedral, later returning to England
and attending Swindon Secondary School in Wiltshire, from 1917 to 1920 she
studied for a BA in History at Royal Holloway College, University of London.

Between 1922 and 1948 she taught at three different schools, a
grammar school, a county secondary school and at Kensington High School
(GDST) as Head from 1939-48. She spent 1948-9 at Harvard in the USA as
Rockefeller Research Fellow and was appointed as Headmistress of
Wimbledon High School on Miss Littlewood’s retirement in 1949. ‘She came as
a breath of fresh air’, was much loved and admired, and retired as the Head of
‘the top school in England’, according to a national newspaper at the time.

Miss Burke died in Putney in June 1987, at the age of 86.

Further Reading

WHS 1962 magazine pp 4-8 for the tributes paid on Mis Burke’s retirement.
http://wimbledonhighschool.daisy.websds.net/Filename.ashx?
tableName=ta publications&columnName=filename&recordld=90

WHS 1988 magazine p2 for the tributes on her death
http://wimbledonhighschool.daisy.websds.net/Filename.ashx?
tableName=ta publications&columnName=filename&recordld=47
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Anne Piper

‘Wimbledon High School Headmistress 1962-1982

Mrs Piper was the first married Headmistress of Wimbledon High
School, the first with children of her own. Born Anne Alethea Crawford in
1920 in Wandsworth, she attended St Paul’s Girls’ School, where she was
good friends with Rosalind Franklin (later to make a crucial contribution in the
discovery of DNA) and continued to be so until Franklin’s death in 1958. Anne
studied Mathematics at Girton College Cambridge 1939-1942, then worked as
a flight test observer for the Bristol Aircraft Company. For two years after the
end of the War she was an Assistant Lecturer in Mathematics at Bristol
University. She married the artist Michael Piper in 1947, and by 1952 had four
children, her husband leaving her to work in Greece. She taught Maths part
time at St Paul’s, her own school, and Elliott Comprehensive in Putney from
1958-1962.

Mrs Piper was appointed Head of Wimbledon High School in 1962, on
Miss Burke’s retirement. She saw the school through a very difficult time,
with the school moving from direct grant status to independence. Mrs Piper
retired in 1982 and died in Putney in 2006. Her obituary in the Guardian said,
‘she was admired for her intellect, knowledge of education and forceful
personality’.

Further Reading

Link to WHS 1983 magazine p12 on Miss Piper’s retirement
http://wimbledonhighschool.daisy.websds.net/Filename.ashx?
tableName=ta publications&columnName=filename&recordld=102
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Rosemary Smith

‘Wimbledon High School Headmistress 1982-1992

Mrs Smith was born Rosemary Ann Wincott in 1932 and attended
Brighton and Hove High School (GDST). She studied English Literature at
Westfield College, University of London, graduating in 1954. In that same year
she married Graham Smith, who would later become vicar of St Anne’s Church
in Wandsworth among other appointments. After her first teaching postin a
prep school in Hertfordshire, Mrs Smith taught at four different state schools
in east and south London, before being appointed as Head of Wimbledon High
School in 1982, on the retirement of Mrs Piper.

Mrs Smith oversaw, during the 1980s, huge changes to the curriculum,
and a number of significant building projects, with the opening of the ‘New
Block’ (Science Labs), and the swimming pool, Draxmont Sports Hall and the
original Rutherford Centre underway. She was a much-loved Head. After her
husband died in 2008, Mrs Smith moved to Manchester to be closer to family
members. She died there in April 2020.

Further Reading

WHS 1982 magazine p7 — Interview with Mrs Smith
http://wimbledonhighschool.daisy.websds.net/Filename.ashx?
tableName=ta publications&columnName=filename&recordld=103
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