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)



