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IT WAS OUR FIR ST DAY in the Rosa Bassell Grammar School, mid-September 1933.
I was still eleven years old, my partner in our double desk just twelve. We had introduced
ourselves, exclaiming over the fact that we were bOUlnamed Daphne Margaret, although,
of course, my partner had two more given names. I noticed that she seemed to be actually
caressing the sides of our battered desk. Seeing my enquiring glance, she said, "Oh,
Daphne, it's so wonderful to be sitting here at last, at a real desk, in a real schoolroom!"
Astonished, I asked, "Why, what did you have before you came here?"

"Oh, well, you see, I've come from Africa. My brother and I had to use a couple of
kerosene tins, with a board across them. And we were outside, in the open air, not in a
proper classroom like this."

Every aspect of school life enchanted Daphne: she seized on every new experience
with total energy and commitment. Even in our first game of hockey, when we two very
myopic girls were deprived of our spectacles for fear of breakage, Daphne flung herself
wholeheartedly into the game, breathless and happy, playing a real game of hockey, in a
real school field, with real schoolgirls, who liked her.

For it had not taken us long to realise that, in Daphne, we had a prodigy and an
ornament to our form. Her sweet nature and the obvious joy she fell in being among
us were immediately endearing, and we regarded her with affectionate pride. And
sometimes with awe, as when our form mistress asked us individually, when we were
thirteen, what we wanted to do with our lives. Daphne's answer, "I should like to be a
university lecturer", reduced us all to dead silence. She must have wondered what she
could have said to cause such unnatural quiet.

Popular though she was, Daphne had no close friends. She came to us as an adult
among suburban teenage girls. How could we possibly understand such an intellect,
conditioned by such a background? She told us almost nothing of her life in Africa: we
knew nothing of her heroic struggle to reach the education which we took for granted.

My home background was turbulent; Daphne, with her intuitive insight, saw that all was
not well with me, and without obtrusive questioning was gently kind and thoughtful. As I

was the smallest girl in the school, which led to my being dubbed "Tich", the Sixth Forlll
commanded me to play Tiny Tim in the school show "Christmas with the Cratchits". \-V('

presented the play, I duly delivered my five words, the curtain fell to a gratifYingwave of
applause; exit the Sixth Formers, leaving me alone on stage and suddenly overwhelmed
by a wave of panic. Had I made a complete fool of myseW But there at the exit was dear
Daphne, waiting for me. She rushed forwards, gathered me up in her arms, swung me
round (what a strong girl she was!), kissed me on the cheek, and cried, "Oh Tich, you
were wonderful!" I could have wept for gratitude and relief.

Her poverty was only too evident in her school dress. While the rest of us were smart in
our neatly-pleated outfits, made of good woollen stuff, Daphne wore a gymslip which
must have seen many owners, was a faded mauve and worn so thin that it would not
hold a pleat and fell in shapeless folds. Her personality was such, however, that we soon
ceased to no lice.

At the Rosa Bassett, in the first three years, I had taken what I considered my rightful
place as first in English, Daphne coming second. In the end-of-year 5th form exam,
however, I was dismayed at the choice of essay titles, none of which stimulated my
imagination. I did my best with the least uninspiring, and stood with Daphne, facing tile
notice-board on which the results were posted. We were both speechless with shock
- Daphne was first, I was second. It was the only thing which might earn me grudging
praise from my father, for whom I could do nothing right, and the shock oflosing my
place was paralyzing. Daphne and I looked at each other in horror - I believe that she
was even more stricken than I was. With that intuition of hers, which amounted to
telepathy, she knew how much it meant to me. I can see her now, as she raised her amlS
slightly, then dropped them helplessly to her sides. "Oh, dear Tich! Dear Tich!" she
cried, and turning suddenly on her heel, she left, one hand to her eyes.

In the end-of-term busLle, there was no chance for us to speak again together, and as my
family wa~ leaving London, I was never to see her again. But I do cherish the memory
of the dear girl who once restored my confidence, and shed a tear for me when she had
wounded me, simply by doing her best in an examination.
Daphne Helsby, nee Whittle
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