
And Crispin Crispian shall ne’er go by
From this day to the ending of the world,

But we in it shall be remembered;
We few, we happy few, we band of brothers;



A memoir of the woman we knew as Margaret Dora Higginson, aka Hig, the Hig, Higgy, MDH 
and eventually, simply Margaret to those of us who were blessed with her lifelong friend-
ship. We hope to publish the “Margaret Memoir” in quarterly instalments beginning in Oc-
tober 2010 through to June 2011. These pages have been put together by a small team of 
Old Girls, mostly drawn from her personal papers, some unpublished. There are letters, 
poems, public speeches, essays and journalism to dip into, all flavoured with her charac-
teristic humour and generosity.  And also reminiscences and tributes from those who ap-
preciated her as a person, as much as a teacher who made us the women we are today.

Elaine Lever  (nee Kelsey)   
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More of Ceridwen

Margaret’s life-long friend and subsequently the widow of her late cousin, Basil Higgin-
son, provides further light relief and shrewd comment on yet more aspects of Margaret’s life. 

Numerous       former      members    of  staff and  Old Girls will immediately iden-
tify with references to sherry parties and home-made sweets for Christmas - rec-
ollections of gatherings at Albert Road West following carol singing activities will, 
no doubt, call to mind Turkish delight, fudge and jellies in their petits fours cases. 

Exhortations to walk everywhere, in town or country, were regularly made (from one, 
to whom a fondly amusing tribute was made at the memorial service as having had the 
‘smallest-ever carbon footprint’...) verbally from the platform or in personal conversa-
tion. Winter Hill, the Pennine Way and others each received accolades. Indeed, it was 
as a result of girls walking the Pennine Way that Hannah Hauxwell, the reluctant me-
dia ‘heroine’ of a solitary life in the Dales, came to count Margaret Higginson as her friend. 

According to Ceridwen, Margaret’s enthusiasms even took in the railway. However, her abid-
ing loyalty was, of course, to Bolton itself. About this particular passion, she was evidently the  
subject of a good deal of teasing. Ceridwen’s relentless, kindly way of poking fun and her friend’s 
willingness to be subjected to it adds yet another dimension to Margaret’s life and personal 
relationships with those close to her. 

The line-drawings, in their own context, offer in perhaps a rather an unexpected way, yet more 
insight into what we already know of Margaret, her personality and her activities and en-

It is entirely typical of Margaret that when describing her move from St. Paul’s Girls’ 
School to Bolton School she exclaimed:  “ Bottom, thou art translated”.  She felt the 
ass’s head to be appropriate for someone who had never been in a position in au-
thority, never created a timetable, never, as she put it “been the boss of anything”.

The move from St. Paul’s came about because of her very active social conscience.  She was very 
happy at St. Paul’s but felt that she “couldn’t live in Paradise for ever” and she also felt drawn 
back to her northern roots.  She saw an advertisement in the Times Educational Supplement for 
a headmistress in Bolton and so she applied.  Her colleagues at St. Paul’s thought she had taken 
leave of her senses but they were indulgent towards her and her strange whim to go and teach 
amongst the poor barbarians and anyway they had always thought her “rather odd”.  They weren’t 
sure of the geographical position of Bolton and thought it was somewhere in the Black Country.

So she purchased a black velvet hat for 6/11d (old pence!!) donned a black suit and set off for 
Bolton School which would have an asphalt playground and bars at the windows.
 

When she arrived she couldn’t believe her eyes.  The green lawns, the buildings “like a Cam-
bridge college” the marvellous library all made an enormous impression on her.  She felt 
convinced she would be sent packing after the first day of interviews, and was very sur-
prised when asked to stay for a second day. On the morning of the second day she walked 
the whole length of Chorley Old Road in the rain then caught a bus to Rivington Pike. 
When Lord Leverhulme asked her how she had spent the morning she told the commit-
tee where she had been and this was clearly an impressive answer – she got the job.



When reminiscing about those far-off days Margaret made it very clear that she had been some-
what overwhelmed at the enormity of the task before her. This had nothing to do with barbarians 
and uncouth Northerners, but more with the fact that she had never had what today we would call 
managerial experience, had never been a Head of Department and had certainly no experience of 
running a school.  She felt as though she had an enormous boulder on her back and was especially 
aware of her inexperience when sitting in her room with the photographs of past headmistresses, 
each it seemed, with cameo brooch and spectacles, breathing down her neck.  Soon after she had tak-
en up office a girl’s mother came to see her, took one look at Margaret and said:  “Ee, you are young.”

But the feeling she had experienced when on her Rivington Pike trip, namely, that she some-
how belonged here, became firmly fixed, and she adapted very quickly to her new life. 
On one of her early visits to the school she spent the day with Miss Dorothy Varley, her pre-
decessor, and remembered how after Prayers Miss Varley would take out a yellow dust-
er and dust the furniture in her room. Margaret was very impressed  by this calm and 
peaceful start to the day – a far cry from today’s multitudinous demands made on Heads! 

Margaret reported that “the staff were  
delightfully kind” but that she did  
nevertheless feel “rather isolated”.  
She said that she did feel a bit lonely  
sometimes and longed for the camarade-
rie of St. Paul’s staffroom. However she did 
make friends and of course had much sup-
port from Basil and Ceridwen Higginson 
and their family in Manchester.  (On one 
well-remembered occasion they formed the 
nucleus of the Head’s party at a Parents’ 
Association Ball and Basil distinguished him-
self by executing a very slick Hokey-Cokey.) 
 
A new era had begun, and it would perhaps not 
be an exaggeration to say that with Margaret 
new ways of leading a school had started to 
be felt.   It was not yet time for the Swinging 
Sixties, but moves towards a more ‘mod-
ern’ way of doing things were being made.

Margaret followed her predecessors in 
maintaining a quiet and reflective start 
to the school day and for many Old Girls 
this is an abiding memory. More disturb-
ing, however, was the morning soon af-
ter her first day as Head, when the whole 
school was sent back to form rooms 
after Prayers. What had happened?  

What dreadful event was to be disclosed to us?  In fact, the dread news was that we all, from seasoned 
Sixth Former to nervous First Former had to write out the Ten Commandments – immediately.  Con-
sternation all round and whispers of “Where can you find it in the Bible?” rippled round the form room.

( This, however, could not be compared to the time when  a few years earlier a summons had 
gone out from Miss Varley for all those whose names were written on the cardboard inserts 
of the table mats in the dining room.  It should be explained that in the 50s the Boys’ Divi-
sion inexplicably did not possess its own dining room and so every lunchtime a stream of boys 
would come into the Girls’ Division after the girls’ lunch was over.  It was common practice 
for the most forward of both sexes to slip notes into those table mats whose rexine (remem-
ber that?!) covers were becoming detached from the cardboard inside, or failing that, to write 
names on the cardboard.  The thrill of horror when this discovery was made by someone in au-
thority can still be felt in retrospect (vicariously, of (course..)  The boys concerned were sent to 
Mr Poskitt, that august figure who dominated the scene in the building across the courtyard.)

Margaret was tremendously conscious of the debt owed to the first Lord 
Leverhulme, who, with great far-sightedness had decreed that the two divi-
sions of Bolton School should be treated absolutely equally.  She was very 
much aware that Mr Poskitt had been at the school for many years and 
was an established figure in the town but she was also aware that here 
was a chance to prove that girls were worthy of the faith placed in them.

Many of her friends in Bolton were parents of pupils, and a Parents’ Asso-
ciation was formed, which was of enormous benefit to the school.  One of 
the projects carried out under the auspices of the Parent’s Association but 
almost certainly Margaret’s brain child, was the distribution of a shilling (pre-

decimal coinage again) to every girl in the school with the admonition to go away and make it 
grow.  This was all in aid of the New Wing Fund and again typical of Margaret’s desire to encour-
age girls to take the initiative and a ‘can do’ approach to problems. She also wanted  them not to 
expect good things just to drop into their laps. Another lasting legacy was the School Song, the text 
of which is based on Psalm 127  which was set to music by Thomas B. Pitfield.  Margaret loved it.



So life proceeded at a regular pace in the early 60s 
against a background of  mini skirts (3 inches above 
the ground when kneeling) the Beatles’ music and  a 
seismic shift in social attitudes.  Margaret continued to 
lead a successful and happy school but inevitably, her 
conscience began to prick, as it had done in the previ-
ous decade.   Not content with instigating the Old Girls’ 
Turkey Feast, encouraging girls to visit the elderly, ac-
tively supporting an African leper colony, opening up 
the school gym. for a visiting primary school and  dis-
tributing collecting tins whenever there was a global 
disaster she felt the time had come to test herself in a 
less advantaged setting than Bolton School.  So after 
11 years at the helm she asked the governors if she 
could have a term’s sabbatical leave which they grant-
ed, expecting her to repair to a sunlit Oxford college 
to engage in academic research.  Margaret had, how-
ever, other ideas.   She applied to teach for a term in 
London and was appointed to the Robert Montefiore 
Secondary School in Stepney, whose Head was Rhodes 
Boyson, later the Right Honourable Rhodes Boyson, 
Parliamentary Under Secretary in the Department 
of Education and Science under Margaret Thatcher..

On the first evening Rhodes Boyson said to Margaret 
ominously:“I’m putting you in charge of 3D.  It’s time 
those boys met a strong woman.” The next morn-
ing 30 stroppy 14 year old boys strode over double 
desks to take their seats.  They refused to take off 
their leather jackets and the girls sat applying make-
up.  This was not quite the atmosphere Margaret was 
used to in the classroom. However she started as she 
meant to go on and assumed that they were all in-
nocent and lovely children who wished to learn.  By 
Break she had learnt the error of her ways.  She was 
detailed to teach them History and Geography so used 
a map of the London Underground  to start them off.   
She described the Robert Montefiore as being a wild 
school where discipline was non-existent and where 
the cane was used on girls as well as boys.   It was very 
difficult to keep order as there was no established tra-
dition of good behaviour.  A teacher could threaten 
detention but this was usually pointless as the offend-
ers simply didn’t show up, but went home instead.

Such were the problems in the school that Rhodes Boyson had to make a new timetable each Sunday 
for the following week, since  he never had the same staff for two consecutive weeks.  His teachers often 
came from Australia and Canada  and were taking in London on their way round the world.  There were 
plenty of jobs available but no consistency and all this of course made teaching there very difficult. 

Although Margaret was often driven to desperation she nevertheless enjoyed it and felt it was 
an education for her. She realised what teachers have to cope with when their pupils have no 
interest at all in learning.  For Margaret one of the hardest things to take in was that her pu-
pils had very little interest in reading. Even “The Monkey’s Paw” failed to rouse any excitement 
and one can imagine her racking her brains  to find something they would read with pleas-
ure but which would also stretch then a little.  She did have some pupils however who want-
ed to learn but they seemed to  become submerged in the general apathy - apart from one 
little boy who sat with pencil poised and whose eyes seemed to be saying: “ I want to learn.”

She took them out of school – to Cambridge and to parts of London where they had never pre-
viously ventured.  On the way back to Stepney she was horrified when some of the more dar-
ing ones walked between the carriages on the tube, then, as now, a highly dangerous activity.
Her pupils loved the Cambridge trip and wrote very appreciatively about it afterwards.  She had 
clearly opened their eyes, and their letters when she left are testimony to this. They begged 
her to stay:  “We’ve had four teachers.  Why does nobody ever stay with us?”  She must have 
found this heart-rending.  Her replacement at the Montefiore School was a young man from 
New York, but shortly after his arrival the news from Stepney was that they had “seen him off”.
On her return to Bolton with her batteries re-charged she decided she would like to be able to enter the 
staff-room at will, and not just on invitation from her colleagues. (This will be an eye-opener to many read-
ers!)  A vote was taken and thankfully it was agreed that MDH should be free to come and go like the rest!

Shortly after her return to Bolton after the time in Stepney a new order was being established across 
the courtyard.  David Baggley was the new Head, and as Margaret put it, he was an “altogether differ-
ent cup of tea” from the previous one. The Dance Club and a joint SCM (Student Christian Movement) 
were already in existence but  these were probably the only shared activities under the old regime.  
Now there were joint Sixth Form General Studies lessons, joint A level RE lessons and in general a much 
more liberal approach to the two divisions doing things together.   This led, in time, to a joint venture 
which was to have very many repercussions and was to be the source of many new experiences and  
much enjoyment. An account of St. Mark’s Cautley, must however wait until the next instalment. EP

Margaret Higginson the journalist. EL

“That woman has been writing to the paper again. South Africa and oranges.” So Jenny Jack-
son’s father observed before she even entered the school; MDH wrote frequently to, and 
for a number of local and national papers. She also read them assiduously, and knew very 
well the power of ephemera; dating and tracing the original publication is sometimes ap-
proximate. She was impressed to learn that Miss Meade, believing that one should be aware 
of the full spectrum of opinion, subscribed to both the Times and the Daily Worker. (I sus-
pect that like most of us, Margaret initially wondered how any headmistress found the time 
to read either, then realised how far styles of management had changed with the times.) 
By 1963, she had been in the saddle, as she put it, at BSGD for almost ten years. She had 
been allowed to access newspapers since she learned to read, and been a regular con-
tributor to local and national papers since she qualified as a teacher. But  now there were 
many major issues developing for education in general, and girls’ education in particu-
lar. She felt that sharing her experience might influence future developments and argued 
her case with all the power at her command. The following pieces date from the 1960s.



“Grammar School Streaming:The Case Against.”  TES 10.5.63  shows her grasp of her own “fa-
vourable situation”, as head of a girls’ direct grant school for which entrance was by ex-
amination and fiercely competitive. The three parallel entry forms, (which used to be 1, 
A and Alpha), were put into random assortment and called by their form-tutor’s initials.
Thereafter, given the general high level of ability, it was not necessary to en-
courage competition. No form-positions, few internal examinations, no ear-
ly specialisation (later known as hot-housing), and no streaming of pupils (or staff.) 

(At the same date, my timetable as an ex-Oxbridge rookie teacher in a mixed so-
called grammar-school consisted entirely of the C-stream and one Sixth Form group 
who only came my way because nobody else wanted the bother of teaching Swift and 
Scott. Twenty years later it was still common to find that what little academic materi-
al there was in comprehensive schools was entirely taught by the head of department.)  

Apart from some necessary setting for maths, French and science, and grouping according to choice of 
options at the end of Year Three, there was no such thing as the dreaded “C-stream mentality” at BSGD. 
 
Margaret’s insistence on recommending the unstreamed school was based on its “social and psy-
chological” benefits, which she saw as the only firm basis for a sense of success, whether tradi-
tionally academic, or in other areas. She was concerned with fostering the happiness that comes 
from “a sense of belonging” and a feeling of achievement in whatever course the pupil has chosen.

She knew in the words of the school prayer, that not everyone’s lot was “cast in so 
goodly a heritage” and the article closes by admitting that “it would be impossible to 
give class-teaching in academic subjects to a group with IQs ranging from 80 to 140.” 

(Like all of us in this happy era, Margaret could only guess at the size and variation of abil-
ity that was to become the norm for “comprehensive” secondary schools, but her last sen-
tence referring to “the Q stream of a 17-stream comprehensive” was more prophetic than 
she may have realised in 1963. Jokes about “follow the red light for Greek” 
sound rather hollow now; you’re lucky to find a school that offers any Classics.)

Grammar School Streaming: the case against.

“The Glamour School”  mentions the Crowther Report of 1959; Margaret herself dated 
it as from the ‘60s. It confirms her core belief in the special value of true femininity, and 
how to foster it by suitable role-models in the school staff. She contrasts this with “out-
rageous femininity”, a phrase coined by the Quaker Headmaster Kenneth Barnes to de-
fine the “pseudo-adult stereotypes of advertising and television” that enabled “big busi-
ness” to exploit the vulnerability of the young. (It would later be called “pester-power.”)

(Margaret worried about teenage girls developing a false perspective on femininity; this week, Channel 4 
is showing a documentary entitled “Stop Pimping our Kids,” which aims to discredit the High Street chains 
which currently help to sexualise younger girls by such promotions as a designer-range of padded bras 
marketed for six-year olds. She would have applauded them for trying to stem the tide of exploitation!)

Academic success was only a part of what she wanted for all of her students who were capa-
ble of it; she saw the girls’ school as a “humane and progressive institution”, where “the po-
tential conflict between marriage and a career can be resolved without sacrificing mind or 
heart.” The best way to demonstrate this was the recruitment of married teachers. (Margaret 
of course could remember that well into her lifetime, women teachers in state schools had to 
give up their job when they married.) She ends by reminding us of the real meaning of her ti-
tle : “The Grammar School is properly speaking, the Glamour School- the place of Gramary, of 
magic based on the mastery of words.”  That is to say, the two words are cognate: identical twins.
Two enthusiastic responses from married women teachers are selected from the many that followed. 
However neither was under any illusion about the difficulties of balancing a career with family life, 
and the “unwillingness or inability of schools to adapt themselves to the married teacher’s needs”. EL



“The Glamour School.”

Letter from Jill Edwards.

Letter from unknown correspondent.

Margaret was well aware that there were changes in the wind that would not neces-
sarily improve the position of women teachers in mixed schools. Old attitudes die hard 
and long, and unlike Charles II they don’t usually apologise for doing so. Her article 
“The Anti-Feminist Schools” 26.2.66 (TES?) was written before “feminist” had acquired its aggres-
sive colour. She foresaw the creation of comprehensive co-educational schools by merging boys’ 
and girls’ schools as disadvantaging  women teachers in the competition for promoted posts.

She develops all the points made in her TES article of 1963; minimal streaming, avoid-
ance of early specialisation, stress on general and aesthetic subjects, and the shar-
ing of the most rewarding classes among all the staff capable of taking them. 

Her closing paragraph once more quotes the enlightened headmaster Kenneth Barnes, who 
described women heads of his acquaintance as “unusually generous, objective and well-in-
formed people under whom no one but a small-minded man would fail to serve happily.” EL



“

The Anti-Feminist Schools.” 26.2.66 (TES?)

In less serious mood, Margaret could be charming, relaxed and wickedly witty, qualities much ap-
preciated by Frank Singleton, the then editor of the “Bolton Evening News”, author of “The Lakes” 
(1954) and a kindred spirit in his love of literature, sense of fun and powerful style. They struck 
sparks off each other in many ways. Under his heading “Leisure and Pleasure” and the nom de 
plume Uncle Toby (as in “Tristram Shandy”), he discusses John Betjeman’s poem “Business Girls” 
alongside Margaret’s pastiche “Mr.Betjeman Takes his Bath”, followed by his own parody. She 
dated this c.1955, soon after her arrival in Bolton, prompted by Betjeman’s polite letter declining 
to present the prizes on Speech Day but hoping to visit “the dear girls” on another occasion. EL



Leisure and Pleasure BEN c.1955

She wrote several series of articles for B.E.N., highly personal, very evocative and what-
ever the subject, she would always have something memorable to say about it. One 
regular slot was “One woman’s world” and under her dating of 1963 she wrote of a 
visit to Ireland. Eire  reminded her of “the land of the Lotus-Eaters”, with its “green empti-
ness…. mile upon mile of shell-sprinkled lonely strands designed by a sympathetic Provi-
dence to achieve the grand Irish object of making it impossible to get anywhere quickly.”

A Miscellany: Four items

Some miscellaneous pieces comprising another part of the collection of Margaret Higgin-
son’s articles and documents shows her versatility and the breadth of scope covered by her 
outlook.  Such facets of her personality and aspects of her  professional life were borne out 
in her practical application of them.  Although seeming to be disparate, the piece clearly con-
tain elements that can be related directly to what we know of Margaret and her philosophy.

The pieces are as follows:
 
 1  a newspaper article written by Margaret in 1957 to commemorate the School’s 80th birthday;
 2  a newspaper article giving an account of the annual prize distribution ( Speech Day) at which 
      the guest speaker was Professor Cecil Day Lewis;    
 3   letters concerning an approach to Margaret to consider applying for the headship of a prestig 
      ious girls’ independent school - in fact, to her being ‘head hunted’ when she had already been 
      in post at the Girls’ Division for a number of years;
 4  an article from ‘The Guardian’ written by Margaret in 1965 relating to the time that she spent 
      as a class teacher in a secondary modern school.
   
Chronologically the first in the series of  ‘miscellaneous articles’ is ‘Growth of the school - and its 
good fortune An Equal Partner’.

The beauty of the countryside  is quickly 
evoked “the melancholy heron spreads 
his wings over boggy fields scattered 
with gentian and grass-of-Parnassus.” 
(She knew her wildflowers) Likewise 
the Irish character. “Most surprising-
ly, real Irishmen talk and behave ex-
actly like stage Irishmen…. And they 
say the commonest things with grace.”

At the same time, she was aware of 
the tensions then building between 
the North and the South, though 
thinking it “a very small and amateur 
war”, as most of us did in those days.

It must have been summer, for she 
writes of returning to Bolton “shin-
ing in the morning sunlight and gay 
with cotton frocks.” She was glad that 
her adopted town had been favour-
ably mentioned by a member of the 
“Beyond the Fringe” revue, although 
the reference may have been ironic, 
given the character of the speaker and 
the fact that the article was in Punch.

Her article ends with a wry send-
up of herself for failing to recognise 
“one of the few occasions on which 
I encountered genius,” the person 
in question being Jonathan Miller,

then a wild-eyed carroty boy” whose written style at that stage in his life was so idiosyncrat-
ic that “I merely thought the boy was mad.” (She can be forgiven for that; most people who 
met him at that stage thought the same; he soon grew out of  the world of fashionable sat-
ire, qualified as a doctor and became the polymath of many a humane and enlightened TV 
documentary. But some of that original quirkiness animated his later work in the theatre.) EL

Written by Margaret in 1957,  it is the last in the series of ar-
ticles in which she writes of the early days of the school.  It 
coincides with the celebration of the school’s 80th birthday.  
Somewhat ironically, Margaret’s references to Miss Johnson 
and to Miss Dymond could be applied to Margaret herself:
Miss Johnson is
 “... very modern in her emphasis on doing and 
making things instead of just  absorbing knowledge, 
and on the social side of the school...”

Also:  “she evidently grasped the one great advantage 
which girls’ schools had at this  time (as a compensa-
tion for their lack of tradition) - their freedom to tackle  
education in a new way.”

In additon, Miss Johnson had a desire
 “to maintain a discipline which should be flexible 
and spontaneous...”

Margaret comments on the “magnanimity” and “fore-
sight” of the first Viscount Leverhulme.  She identifies and 
comments on qualities and characteristics she so readily 
finds in others that could, clearly, also be ascribed to her. JH



 
‘Schoolgirls told of the Value of Art’.
 
A second piece, thought to be from ‘the 
Bolton Evening News’, carries quoted ex-
tracts from the speech made by Profes-
sor Day Lewis and from the report for the 
year given by the Headmistress.  It  reflects 
the ways in which the girls are encour-
aged to respond to academic  and other 
stimuli, to be influenced by what sur-
rounds them,  to relate to those around 
them - to be, in short, what amounts 
to being versatile and well rounded.

In particular, Professor Day Lewis stressed 
the value of the arts.
 “Art was a necessity, he said, be-
cause it made one more  alive to the 
wonder and diversity, the comedies and 
tragedies of life.”
 “Through art, people were enabled 
to come to better terms with themselves 
and with those around them.”
 
His exhortation to the girls is:
 “Do set your sights high”.

In her report, Margaret also encourages 
the girls by reflecting on and referring to 
the well-established ethos of the school so 
deeply embedded in her own philosophy:

“The idea that clever girls must be use-
less at games or indeed at any of the 
arts  and enjoyments of life, is a com-
plete mistake.  In fact, we find no oppo-
sition in this school between the intel-
lectual and the practical sides of life.” JH
  
 

A  letter.  

The third item is made up of  a letter in response to one by Margaret’s in which she 
has evidently turned down what many would regard as a very tempting offer. The 
Headmistress of Bolton School has clearly been ‘head hunted’  but has responded 
by underlying her “inseparable marriage to the establishment”: the Girls’ Division.
Margaret’s reputation goes before her.  

Margaret’s versatility is the key element that ultimately demonstrates that degree 
of breadth and scope outlined earlier in this section of the archive material. JH



In 1965, her article ‘Back to the front’ 
was published in ‘The Guardian’.
With wry observations and perceptive 
reflection, Margaret summarises  what 
is, quite obviously, a brave, enterprising 
foray into a secondary modern school, 
having left Miss Winifred Pilsbury in 
her place at Bolton.  With twenty-two 
years of teaching behind her, the fact 
that Margaret was able to survive a 
term as a class teacher in such a very 
different milieu from Bolton School is a 
tribute to the distinctive and remarka-
ble approach that she had to her work.

Margaret  wrote in the article that 
she saw the strongest inducement to 
women to enter the teaching profes-
sion as: “the knowledge that they are 
quite desperately needed”.  Was it this, 
we might speculate, that propelled her 
into that very different area of work 
and, after only one term, left her with 
such sharp and fond memories - as well 
as regrets - concerning her lively pupils?
               “I hated leaving these children 
so soon, indeed I felt like a deserter.”                                                                                                              
JH

Evidence of widely-ranging correspondence 

Margaret evidently wrote to a range of people. Celebrities as 
well as academics have replied to her obviously interesting, stim-
ulating missives - more often than not containing requests to 
speak at the Girls’ Division, to meet the girls and to visit Bolton. 

The television personality and raconteur, Joyce Grenfell corre-
sponded in turn with Margaret very much in the spirit that Mar-
garet must have crafted her original letter. From the light, sin-
cere tone of the response, we draw the knowledge that Joyce 
Grenfell had been approached in a way that evoked genuine 
regret at being unable to accept the ‘tempting’ invitation. JH

Cecil Day Lewis and Speech Day. 

Speech Day was always a very formal occasion, when we all appeared in best bibs and tuckers (that’s just 
the staff, most in their appropriate academic dress; the rest of us were  inspected for clean (indoor!) shoes, 
properly-knotted ties and tidy hair.) As yet we did not have a school song, but the choir would sing instead.
It was generally a happy event, when academic, sporting and other awards were made on the 
same occasion, and there was a general sense of achievement summed up in the Headmistress’s 
Report. Unusually for those days, the individual prizewinners were free to choose their own books. 
I don’t remember anybody’s choice being rejected. And best of all, the invited VIP who made 
The Speech would end by asking for the traditional day’s holiday to celebrate our mutual efforts. 
Margaret was a great admirer of C.Day Lewis, now seen as a “Thirties” poet, forgot-
ten or overshadowed by his more notorious contemporaries. This is the time but not the 
place for a critical reappraisal of his life and poetic oeuvre, except to say that his was one 
of those original voices in  poetry that MDH recognised and valued. He could be sharp-
ly sardonic, on the English cemetery in Rome where Shelley and Keats were buried  
“Here is one corner of a foreign field    
That is for ever garden suburb.  See    
In their detached  and smug-lawned residences,    
Behind a gauze of dusty shrubs, the English
Indulge their lifelong taste for privacy.”

(But then, he was born an Irishman)

 Or lapidary, in an early poem  (1925)
“Tempt me no more, for I
Have known the lightning’s hour,
The poet’s inward pride,
The certainty of power.”   

Or tenderly evocative, on the Tuscan countryside

“Rosetted oxen move-
The milky skins, the loose-kneed watersilk gait of
Priestesses vowed to Love.”

Day Lewis supported himself and  his five children from successive marriages by writing de-
tective novels under the name of Nicholas Blake and also several children’s books. By 1956 
he was ending his tenure as Professor of Poetry at Oxford, where MDH was convinced some 
of us were destined to follow. She was immensely proud to have persuaded this shy and 
slightly reticent man not only to present the prizes on Speech Day, but to give a poetry read-
ing the previous evening.* I remember a hint of Irish in his accent and saved up for two vi-
nyl 78 records of him reading “Do not expect again a phoenix hour” and some of his transla-
tions of Virgil’s pastoral poems. We girls were very impressed by the elegance of his wife, 
the actress Jill Balcon, in a long navy coat with hat and gloves in a delicious raspberry-pink.
*(She managed the same in 1957 with  another Oxford Professor: Neville Coghill, translator of 
the “Canterbury Tales.”) EL                                  



Montefiore memories

In April 1965 some of the pupils of the Montefiore School put their feelings about Mar-
garet into writing and the results are amusing, self-revealing and most of all touching.  
They clearly appreciated Margaret’s efforts to broaden their horizons, both by encourag-
ing them to read (of course!) and by taking them out of the school environment to a dif-
ferent part of London and to Cambridge. Who knows what lasting impressions were made 
on them and  what new ideas were planted in their minds, maybe to show fruit much later?

The following extracts are taken from their letters, poems and short essays:

Dear Miss Higginson
I know we are all sorry that you are leaving.  I hope you will be happy in your next school that you go to.
Thank you for taking us to Cambridge. We all enjoyed ourselves.  Thank you for eve  
rything you have taught us.  I hope you will cone back soon and teach us again.  We 
have enjoyed all your lessons, as you have made them interesting and enjoyable.  I 
know you will make the children in your next school as happy as you have made us.

Yours sincerely
HR

My gratitude to Miss Higginson
Thank you for all your kindness,
Thank you sincerely,
All our class are grateful for spending our past term in your company,
For taking us to Cambridge and giving us your care.

And the same pupil added a poem for Margaret to read:
The prowl of the midnight watchman.

It’s dark outside, very dark.
My only light is the light of God, shining with my lamp,
The only sound my ears do trace is the jingle of my keys and the squelching of my shoes.
It’s dark outside, very dark.
 …………………………………………………………………………………………

It is a sad thing you are leaving just when the class is getting to know you better.
Everybody enjoyed working with you although we made a lot of noise

Miss Higginson is our English teacher, 
I think some of you would like to meet her,
Back she goes to Bolton School.
Some of us don’t like that at all.
 
We all wonder
Who we will have
We wish she would
Stay to read her poems again.

Back to Lancashire she goes
To her school that she knows.

Good luck  Miss Higginson
As you go on your way.
It was nice having you
We wish you would stay.
………………………………………………………………………………………

I appreciate how you tried to help us in every way you could.  Take the way you let some of us go 
to the library and the way you got books from the library.  ….I hope that when you leave you will 
remember all of us and that you enjoy yourself in everything you do for the rest of your school 
teaching.  It is a shame you are leaving because I liked you.

…………………………………………………………………..
A Poem

Miss Higginson is going away,
Away from our noise and play,
Perhaps she will come back one day,
And we will be merry and gay.
For the new teacher will be here,
And we will be trembling with fear,
For he will not be as kind as Miss H.
I can’t find nothing to rhyme with “H”,
All I can say is ‘Hurry back and see us Miss H.
            Please!
………………………………………………………………………



Margaret had enjoyed the term at the Robert Montefiore 
School, despite some fraught occasions, and she was al-
ways full of admiration for those at the more stressful end 
of the teaching spectrum. The experience had been a very 
positive one for both teacher and taught and she was al-
ways pleased when a girl from Bolton School took up the 
challenge to teach in a school where life was not so easy.

 
MDH’s 80th BIRTHDAY
 
In October 1998 Margaret was 80 years old, and to mark the occasion, several Old Girls ar-
ranged a birthday party for her in the Arts Centre. The guests represented almost all sec-
tions of her life friends, family, present staff, ex- members of staff and Old Girls whom 
she had taught and/or influenced in some way throughout her tenure as Headmistress.    
As you can imagine this was no silent assembly, but Janet Hathaway nobly brought a sense of or-
der to the proceedings by offering a lovely, thoughtful grace on everyone’s behalf. The meal was 
most enjoyable and the party became a reunion of old friends and the establishing of new ones.
For those of you who did not have the pleasure of enjoying the rather splendid meal, 
or have forgotten the detail, the following is a copy of the menu. Those were the days!

When the meal ended a tribute was paid to Margaret by Deborah Taylor – here is what Deborah 
said:-





No better tribute could be paid to Margaret than the foregoing – it seems to encapsulate the 
thoughts and gratitude of so many Old Girls, parents and friends who had the privilege of 
knowing her, not only as a headmistress, but as a generous, compassionate human being.

The birthday party continued with a rousing chorus of “Happy Birthday”, led by Marga-
ret Long, the cutting of a beautiful celebration cake, and much more chatting, until we al-
most had to be thrown out of the Arts Centre at 5pm, having assembled at 12 noon. GES

Margaret had kept and apparently treasured, many letters of gratitude from parents whose daugh-
ters had been helped in many and various ways by her thoughtful generosity. A beautiful letter that I 
think portrays Margaret’s generosity of spirit admirably, was received by her in 1979 from Mrs Barling. 

Margaret always spoke of her time at Somerville College, with great affection and was always de-
lighted when a girl from Bolton School won a place there.  The following tribute was written by Jenny 
Croft (Jackson) who is a former student of both  Bolton School and Somerville College, Oxford. GES





Margaret had a great respect for Mrs Gill Richards, Headmistress of Bolton School  from 2005-11, 
and felt that they were kindred spirits, chipped from the same block! GES


