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  Chapter Two  

‘Today I’m a Girl Guide working for others’  

The new recruit  

So many Guides and a cacophony of sound met me as I entered the hall behind Wesley Hall 

Methodist Church in Timbercroft Lane. I was quite a way from my home and knew that 

there would be no others from my school. However, being a Brownie had given me the 

confidence to enter the meeting place on my own and I was confronted with a bubbling 

two-toned sea of blue blouses and skirts with splashes of green ties as Guides rushed to and 

fro before the meeting began.  

Captain and Lefty greeted me as I entered and they made me feel so welcome. I was placed 

in the hands of Marion, my Patrol Leader. She seemed so grown up and organised and I was 

soon sitting in my Patrol corner and being introduced to the other Bantams. So now I was a 

Guide, albeit a recruit, and wondered what adventures were in store for me. 

I heard a shrill whistle, a long blast, followed by instant silence. This was already a very 

different start to the one experienced at the beginning of a Brownie meeting. More 

whistling, three short blasts followed by a long one, and Marion left us to stand in front of 

Captain alongside the other Patrol Leaders. They marched in a spaced out line behind each 

other and were soon joined by the members of their patrols. I was shown where to stand 

and I was quickly to learn that this was Roll Call followed by inspection.  

I felt really smart in my Guide uniform and much more comfortable than the first occasion I 

had dressed as a Guide, on my last evening as a Brownie. My blue shirt was neatly pressed 

and waiting for the various badges I hoped I would soon be stitching on to pockets, sleeve 

and shoulders to join my Brownie wings (earned as a ‘First Class’ Brownie) and my 

Coronation Tribute badge. My green tie was starched and folded with knot neatly tied at the 

top, making it the correct length of 3 fingers from my belt. A reef knot, at the back of my 

neck under the collar, secured it in place. I was used to tying a reef knot behind my back as I 

had practised this as a Brownie. Wearing my uniform to my very first Guide meeting was 

such a thrill and I felt so proud when Captain told me how smart I looked. I even seemed to 

have impressed her with my reef knotted tie. What excitement and anticipation.  

That first evening seemed to fly by and in no time at all we were singing Taps and then time 

for home. Mum was waiting outside for me for our long journey home. Her concern was 

that I wouldn’t wake up in time for school the next morning. Nine o’clock was way after my 

bedtime and we still had to travel home. Maybe I was feeling tired but I certainly wasn’t 

going to admit it! I could hardly wait a week for the next meeting. It had been great and I 

had started my journey as a Guide.  

Three weeks on and in at the deep end!  

My first few weeks as a Guide were spent getting to know the other Guides whilst preparing 

for a mini Gang Show that Wesley Hall Guiding and Scouting members were performing 

together just three weeks after my first meeting.  
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Being a ‘newy’, I hadn’t expected to take part but how wrong I was! I soon discovered that I 

was to participate in a sketch and sing the many songs we were singing with the Scouts, 

Cubs and Brownies. Talk about being thrown in at the deep end but it was such fun and a 

wonderful way to experience the friendship that Guiding & Scouting offers.  

As a Brownie, I had only met other Brownies when taking part in activities but here was a 

whole new experience – a seemingly huge family of Guides, Brownies, Cubs, Scouts and 

leaders and all so friendly. I knew that I was going to enjoy myself.  

I don’t remember the songs we sang, but I can vividly picture the Brownies dressed up in 

‘pretty dresses’ with faces painted with huge red blobs on their cheeks! They sang ‘The 

Wedding of the Painted Doll’. Another performer was Jean, a Ranger, who sang ‘Golden 

Earrings’ and her dangling golden earrings seemed to dance at the end of her earlobes as 

she sang. What a voice. I was so impressed.  

My big moment came towards the end of the show. I was dressed as an urchin in clothes 

borrowed from my brother – grey shorts & a shirt which were far too big for me. I had to 

smudge my face with shoe polish to complete the impression! What the plot was I do not 

know but I had the ‘punch line’. I walked on to the stage at the beginning of the sketch with 

other members of the cast and just had to stand there throughout, holding a slice of bread 

and jam. After much dialogue – goodness knows the content – I had to shout ‘and there’s 

your bread and jam’ whilst rubbing the offending slice in the face of another ‘boy urchin’. 

That was my first big moment as a Guide and a wonderful start to my many happy years at 

Wesley Hall.  

Working together  

The Gang Show had been the start of so many occasions when the Guides and Scouts 

worked together. Our joint activities always finished with a good old ‘sing song’. Stan, the 

Scout Leader, led the campfire singing, whether inside or out. If outside, we had a real fire 

and inside a very authentic pretend fire of logs, red and orange paper and, of course, the 

light bulb to give it a ‘glow’. The songs we sang were very Scout orientated, as I discovered 

when I later joined in Guide only Camp-Fires. Nevertheless, they were such fun and we 

always went home very hoarse from singing so lustily.  

There was a flourishing Parents Committee which worked tirelessly to ensure that both 

groups had the necessary financial support. Many joint functions were held and the support 

was tremendous. Dad, for a time, was the chairman and during his time of office he 

organised ‘Shows’ where children and adults submitted crafts, cooking, produce etc in the 

hope that they would win a certificate or two. These were always well supported and it was 

such fun taking part and not a problem if we weren’t given a certificate after all our efforts. 

Our items could usually be used to pass some clauses in our Guide tests.  

So, now I was a Guide  

Our Gang Show completed the Autumn term of 1953 so we had a few weeks holiday before 

starting our meetings again in January 1954. Once back after Christmas, I began in earnest 

to prepare for my ‘Tenderfoot Test’ in order to make my Promise as a Guide. 
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I had already completed the first clause – that of attending Guide meetings regularly for a 

month. I now had to recite the Promise, motto and laws to ‘Lefty’ to prove that I knew 

them. I had been learning the laws at home during the Christmas holidays convinced that I 

would never remember them. Mum, however, came to the rescue as she taught me the 

‘Law Rhyme’. That was such a help.  

Trusted, loyal, helpful. 

Sisterly, courteous, kind.  

Obedient, smiling, thrifty.  

Pure in body and mind.  

Despite being wintertime, we went down to Plumstead Common to practice our tracking 

skills and so that part of the test was quickly ticked off.  

We used the whistle and hand signals every week so – another tick.  

I had learned a little about the Union Flag whilst a Brownie so it didn’t take long to add to 

my knowledge in order to gain the necessary tick for clause 5.  

My Guide pocket always carried the requisite length of string for knot tying. I just loved 

tying knots, maybe as my fingers were nimble and dextrous having sewed from a very early 

age. Marion taught me how to whip the end of a rope and I was soon able to prove this to 

Lefty so that another clause was completed.  

As we had no bed at Guides, Mum had to send a letter to Lefty to say that I could strip and 

make a bed.  

I was nearly there - just learning about the origin of the Guide Movement and the meaning 

of the Guide and World Badges stood between me being a Tenderfoot and becoming a 

member of the great Guide family.  

My Enrolment Ceremony was soon upon me: excitement was tinged with anxiousness as I 

wondered if I would remember what I had to say and do. Maybe I would forget to salute in 

the right place or forget my Promise or what my honour meant. Would I ‘freeze’ in front of 

Captain who seemed a little daunting to me then. I hadn’t really got to know her as Lefty 

had been ‘in charge’ of the ‘Tenderfoots’.  

Mum arrived for the Ceremony. The Colour Party had a practice and then ‘it began’. Wow. 

Marion presented me to Captain and soon it was all over. I had remembered what my 

honour meant, I had made my Promise, Captain had pinned my Guide Badge on my tie, I 

had saluted Captain and the Union Jack and Company flag and I had been presented to the 

Guide Company. I was a Guide.  

Fun, Fun, Fun  

I just loved being a Guide and I looked forward so much to our weekly Monday meetings. I 

liked the structure of the meetings – a game to begin followed by Patrol time, roll call and 
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inspection then ‘work’ and learning new things but in a fun way. More games after that, 

then Taps and home. 

I quickly made new friends, especially when a group of Brownies flew up to Guides in the 

second week after Christmas. Because my Brownie Pack closed down and we had no Guides 

attached, I had not experienced this ceremony - though I did earn my wings as a First Class 

Brownie.  

Amongst this group of Brownies was Ann, who was to remain my Guide friend throughout. 

Sadly, she didn’t join me as a Ranger in future years but we are still in touch today. Captain 

and Lefty were Ann’s aunts and her parents were both very involved with the Scouts. 

Another of Ann’s aunts was Brown Owl and an uncle the Scout Leader – so a true Guiding 

and Scouting family .  

My First Guide Hike  

It was tradition in the 6th Plumstead Common Guides to go on a hike every Good Friday. We 

would take Red London buses to Farningham in Kent – the end of ‘the red bus line’ and 

make our way to Wrotham on a green country bus. Once at Wrotham, Captain would give 

us our instructions and we would follow the Ordnance Survey Map to the point chosen by 

her for each Patrol to cook lunch on open fires. Mum had ensured, on this first occasion, 

that I was ‘kitted out’ correctly with sensible footwear, haversack and waterproofs along 

with some spending money and of course the requisite number of sausages. I suppose there 

hadn’t been many occasions when I had been away from my parents for a whole day, so 

quite an adventure.  

I remember being so impressed with my Patrol Leader, Marion, as she demonstrated how to 

turf and lay the fire. I’m not sure that we managed to light the fire with just two matches 

and Captain had to come to our rescue to keep it going but it was such fun cooking our 

sausages, potatoes and beans with banana fritters for ‘pud’.  

Although we lived in a fairly open area with parks and commons close to home and our 

meeting hall, it was just wonderful to get out into the real countryside and walk along the 

sides of recently sown fields or skirt fields of cows or sheep and soak up the glorious views 

and country air. It was quite magical.  

Once the hike was over, we began preparing for camp during our weekly meetings. We 

always had a weekend camp at Whitsuntide followed by a week’s camp in the Summer. 

There was great anticipation for this very first camp.  

The Joys of Camping  

At our Guide meetings, we practiced tying up our bedding rolls, brushed up our knot tying, 

learnt how to do square lashing ready for the gadgets – for bedding rolls, wash stands and 

plate racks – not forgetting the ‘welly rack’ !  

My first ever camp was at Cudham, the Guide site in Kent. I was allowed to leave school 

early as we were leaving Wesley Hall at 4.00pm. My school and house were at least a half 

hour’s brisk walk away from Guides. School didn’t finish until 4.00pm so it was exciting to be 

allowed out of school early. I don’t think my current teacher, Miss Fisher, approved but my 
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old teacher, Miss Johnson, still taught the younger children so I knew I would have her 

approval. As it was, Mr Phillbrick, the Headmaster, was the one who had given permission. 

 We were all at Wesley Hall at the appointed time and the camping gear was loaded on to 

the furniture removal van above the driver’s cab. We Guides then piled in and found space 

to sit amongst and on the hessian latrine screens. Such an adventure, more so maybe 

because my usual mode of transport was a London tram or bus, sometimes a train and more 

usually ‘shank’s pony’.  

Our mothers waved us off and we were away. Onceout of the built up area the singing 

began and we replaced our waving to passers-by with actions to compliment the songs. My 

repertoire was growing - and we sang all those songs that Guiders try so hard to discourage! 

 Singing and laughter saw the journey fly by and soon we were pulling off the road and 

bumping along the track to the field. Thankfully it was still light and dry so our efforts at 

erecting our ridge tents weren’t hampered by darkness or rain. It must have taken quite a 

time to ‘make camp’ as no sooner had we moved in to our tent than the whistle signal 

announced that supper was ready. Lefty was QM and had set up the altar fire as soon as we 

had arrived, so we were soon sitting in our horseshoe on our sitters with plate bags at the 

ready wondering what was on the menu. I don’t remember what we ate but it was good fun 

not treading on ‘the grass table’ whilst we went to be served in Patrol order.  

Washing up followed and I quickly learned that hot water was always on offer at camp, from 

a dustbin permanently on the central fire with a ‘dibber’ to scoop out the almost boiling 

water. In years to come, I always enjoyed making the patrol washing up stand from 

branches we saved from camp to camp, until they were too brittle to use. A combination of 

knots and square lashing soon produced a stand for the washing up bowl to fit into and a 

rack on which to place the clean dishes, with my nimble fingers and love of knots mostly 

producing a sturdy and safe gadget.  

It seemed no time at all that it was ‘beds down’ and time for ‘sleep’, having first experienced 

the hessian washing cubicles, each with a tripod on which to balance the enamel washing 

bowl and a v-shaped tree branch to hang your wash bag and towel. No excuse for not 

washing at our Guide camps.  

Our ‘lats’, I learned later, were very ‘upmarket’ compared to many Guide latrines. Yes, we 

had the obligatory trench but we had individual hessian cubicles, each with a very posh 

toilet seat, the framework of which stretched across the trench with a toilet seat shaped 

hole in the strategic place. These proved to be most comfortable and could definitely be 

classed as ‘the thrones’ of the 6th Plumstead Common Guides!! No soggy loo roll for us 

either, though in those days toilet paper was not the soft variety we expect today. It was 

always kept dry though, in a lidded tin with string threaded through to hang on the 

framework. To complete the cubicle was the small hand spade! This was used to cover what 

we had ‘left behind’ in the trench. If a wet camp, this could prove to be quite difficult as, 

instead of fine dry soil – easy to sprinkle – there would be heavy clods of damp mud which 

made for difficulties in ‘covering up’ & which inevitably meant sticky, muddy, heavy boots 

after a ‘lat visit’!! We were never allowed to forget to wash our hands, as outside the 

latrines was yet another tripod with enamel bowl and a jug of clean water.  
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So, with our visits to the lats and wash tents over, it was time for bed and what excitement 

for us first time campers. Such a lot to learn –‘ don’t touch the sides of the tent’ – ‘why?’ –‘ 

because if you do, the rain will come in’; ‘ make sure your bedding is on your ground sheet’ 

– ‘why?’ – because if you don’t, your bedding will get damp’; ‘put your clothes in your 

rucksack’ – ‘why?’ –‘ because they will get damp too’. This was a whole new adventure.  

I had already learned how to make up my bed during our weekly Guide meetings. We didn’t 

have sleeping bags, as in later years. Our beds were made from two blankets folded and 

pinned around a sheet bag, using very large safety pins, kilt pins I called them. Our pillow 

was tucked into the top. So we rolled out our beds, tried to grab sufficient space in the tent 

and settled down for the night.  

I suppose I must have slept, since morning came around very quickly! It could have been 

that we didn’t go to sleep very early; it was such fun in the dark, flashing our newly acquired 

torches to make patterns on the tent roof. I remember, when morning came, that it felt 

damp and my hair was such a tangle. It was the days when I had long hair in ringlets!!!!!! 

Mum had always brushed my hair each morning and here I was at camp with Mum far away 

– so – I tried as best I could. And after all, this was camp and no one really minded if you 

didn’t look as smart as you did at weekly meetings.  

Breakfast and chores  

I soon became used to sitting in the ‘horseshoe’ for meals and so breakfast came and went 

in true Guide fashion. We were the orderlies for breakfast which necessitated looking after 

our sister Guides and making sure they were served with the food they required.  

Once the eating was finished, I learned that a daily ritual was about to begin – that of ‘spud 

peeling’!! Whilst still in the horseshoe, each Guide had to peel the number of potatoes they 

felt they required for later in the day and then ‘lob’ them into the large dixie which had 

been placed in the middle of the horseshoe. Of course, we Guides had to see who could 

make the biggest splash & if Captain or Lefty got wet in the process, then this was a definite 

bonus!  

What a Mess  

I remember no more about that very first camp except that we must have visited a sweet 

shop on the Saturday. Sweets had only just come off ration and I spent all my pocket money 

on Mars Bars. I just loved Mars Bars- we used to share one a week at home during ration 

time, with mum cutting off a very small sliver for my brother and I after tea each evening. 

So, where did I put my Mars Bars for safety? Under my pillow of course !! Sunday morning 

came to find mashed and mangled Mars Bars under my head, with a wonderful excuse to 

eat the ensuing mess. I don’t remember not being able to eat breakfast or other meals so all 

must have been well with my digestive system but my tangled ringlets had small globules of 

Mars Bar linking the strands of hair – such a sticky, gooey mess!! I learned from this 

experience to find a safer ‘safe’ place for my possessions at camp.  

Rain, Rain and more Rain It rained – but it had to rain at my first camp didn’t it. Wellys 

and waterproofs on and great fun. In later years, at summer camps when it rained, we 

didn’t bother with waterproofs - just putting on our swimming costumes instead. I hasten to 
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add that we did have to wear more suitable attire if ‘wooding’ or cooking. Captain was 

always very safety conscious.  

How quickly that first camp went and the next one seemed so far away, but it was the first 

of so many wonderful, happy camps. Mum was really interested to hear about it as she had 

gone camping as a Guide in those very early days of Guiding.  

In her day, instead of travelling in a furniture van, Mum would have loaded up a trek cart 

and then pushed it all the way to the camping field. Her ‘mattress’ was a palliasse filled with 

straw whilst mine was the hard ground or in later years, a lilo & even later – a camp bed!  

I don’t remember where my first summer camp was held though it would have been in Kent 

or Sussex. Over the years we went to Wivelsfield, Bekesburne, Plumpton, Waddesdon & of 

course Cudham. Camping was such fun and in later years, as a Guide, I so enjoyed being in 

charge of my patrol and passing on my acquired camping skills to members of my patrol. 

One camp, at Plumpton, coincided with our family holiday which we took each year at Lydd-

on-Sea. I was allowed to spend a night at camp in the early part the week. It had been 

particularly wet and when my parents came to take me back to Lydd they discovered that 

Captain and Lefty were having great difficulty in keeping us all dry and the fire alight. Of 

course, no fire – no hot food or water. So, we left the camp with three extra Guides and 

bedding in order  

to dry them out and warm them up back at our holiday bungalow. For the rest of the week 

my Dad and I travelled back and forth from the camp collecting and delivering Guides, 

bedding and clothes. We had no car so we quickly became acquainted with country bus 

times and routes! This just couldn’t happen nowadays with all the rules and regulations.  

Nearly Put off for Life!  

Apart from my very first camp at Cudham, I have to admit that I never really enjoyed 

camping there. I attended several Division, maybe County camps at Cudham and one in 

particular, for Patrol Leaders, was not a particularly happy experience and nearly put me off 

camping for ever.  

Just prior to the camp I had needed a new ‘windcheater’, the current name for our 

waterproofs. I had gone with mum to buy one and the best bargain was a turquoise colour - 

kingfisher blue to be precise and an apt name as by this time I was Patrol Leader of the 

Kingfishers. I just loved the colour but felt sure that I ought to have navy blue, being more of 

a Guide colour. However, turquoise won the day (it was cheaper) even though I did feel 

slightly awkward that it was not a suitable Guide hue. Captain didn’t seem to mind so I 

became used to wearing this rather bright colour for wet or cold Guide activities. After all, it 

was a shade of blue! But then came the Patrol Leader’s Camp at Cudham!  

I hadn’t felt truly comfortable at this camp and neither had my friend Ann. Our Captain 

always ran very organised and efficient camps with each Guide being encouraged to take 

part and learn all those necessary camping skills in a reassuring and caring environment. The 

‘CAs’ (Camp Advisers) at this particular patrol leaders’ camp seemed very officious and 

rather frightening. Ann and I had attended many camps by this time and we felt that we had 
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a good knowledge of the way to ‘Guide Camp’, but try as we might, we could do nothing 

right.  

During that never ending weekend, I remember being sent to our tent to fetch our 

waterproofs - we must have been going on a hike. I emerged wearing my lovely turquoise 

windcheater and it was then that I wished the ground would open up and swallow me. 

What a scene. I was humiliated in front of all the other Guides and adults too, because my 

windcheater was not a suitable colour. ‘Whatever was my Captain thinking in allowing me to 

come to camp at Cudham wearing such a colour’ !! For someone like me, who took such 

great pride in her appearance as a Guide, this was just complete and utter mortification. 

Thank goodness that, over the ensuing years, the relationship between Guides and their 

leaders took on a different perspective.  

Sadly, this was the last camp I was to attend as a Guide as soon after, our beloved Captain 

moved away from the area and we had no-one to take us camping or restore our faith in 

camping. Of course, I could have attended Division camps or taken my Patrol Leader’s 

Camping Permit so that I could take my patrol away, but neither Ann nor I wished to be 

humiliated further by meeting up with those two CA sisters who had made our camping life 

so uncomfortable at Cudham. It took much persuasion by my Ranger group to persuade me 

back to camping, but that’s another story.  

More than just a ‘Tenderfoot’  

It was at my very first camp at Cudham that I began to prepare in earnest for my ‘Second 

Class Test’. I had already passed the knotting as I had used a packer’s knot when roping my 

camp bedding roll at the weekly meeting just before going to camp. I had also shown 

Captain that I could use a reef knot, sheet-bend, clove-hitch, timber hitch, bowline, 

fisherman’s and round turn and two half hitches.  

At camp, each patrol had to take it in turns to ‘hoist the colours’ every morning before 

breakfast, so it wasn’t long before I became adept at tying the colour and hoisting it up the 

flagpole ready to ‘break’ (the right way up) later. So this part of the clause was soon ticked 

off on my test card by Captain.  

‘Square lashing’ was soon completed too, as I just loved playing with string. I quickly learnt 

how to make bedding racks and washing up stands, proving to Captain that my newly found 

skill of lashing was sufficient to pass this part of the test. So that was two clauses completed 

by the time we arrived home. The first one was so easy – ‘pass the Tenderfoot Test’ !! In the 

ensuing months, at our weekly meetings, we spent a time each week learning and practicing 

the necessary skills for passing the remaining clauses.  

I really enjoyed learning ‘Morse Code’ and much time was spent in transmitting and 

receiving messages – using flags or torches initially. We were later to stage a display at an 

open evening in the Autumn of 1955, showing our expertise in the use of ‘Morse Code’. I 

had been a Guide for almost two years by that time and was a Patrol Second. Dad decided 

that he would make a Morse Code flasher and buzzer for my patrol to use. He didn’t stop at 

making just one as the other patrols put their requests in too and Dad was happy to oblige. 

Our plans for a small Morse Code display escalated into a fully blown competition between 

patrols to see who could send and receive messages in the fastest time. Dad’s 
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buzzer/flashers certainly enhanced our experience and made Morse Code activities more 

enjoyable. Who knows which patrol won the ‘competition’ but it didn’t matter – we all took 

part and had such fun.  

The Intelligence Clause  

During our weekly meetings we often went to Plumstead Common to practice our stalking 

and tracking in patrols. Half the patrol laid a trail, usually with the Patrol Leader in charge 

and then the other half, led by the Patrol Second, would try and follow and retrieve the 

message which was invariably hidden somewhere near the ‘I have gone home’ sign. This 

was great fun and, though we didn’t realise at the time, we were developing our leadership 

and cooperation skills.  

I remember making a booklet about ’12 living things’. I have to admit that, though I love the 

countryside and all therein, I still do not remember many names of trees, birds or flowers. 

So, my booklet was rather an easy way for me to pass this part of the test as I loved finding 

out information from books and tracing and colouring pictures.  

It was, and still is, the remembering of names that I find incredibly difficult – as my long-

time Guiding friends will tell you. Birds are birds, trees are trees and flowers are flowers but 

I cannot remember their individual names!!  

I’ve already mentioned Morse Code and, despite the time taken to learning the code, this 

was fun but I wasn’t totally sure of its relevance. Not long after I passed this part of the test, 

the Guide Association decided to remove this clause from the ‘Second Class Test’.  

Handicraft  

The knotting part of the test was easy for me and I enjoyed helping Guides master this skill 

for many years. I can’t count the number of ‘knotting boards’ I have made. At camp I could 

often be found ‘playing’ with string when not sitting whittling a piece of wood.  

Fire lighting and cooking was a different matter and I’m not really sure that I did master 

using just two matches, though I suppose I must have done as Captain was always very strict 

with us when in testing mode. More about cooking later!  

Health  

We were certainly fit in those days as we were always playing running about games or going 

out of the meeting place to practice Scout’s Pace. My most favourite game of all was ‘hats 

and no hats’ and I continued to enjoy this game for many years to come as it proved 

invaluable during my teaching career when it was too wet for netball outside. I always felt 

sorry for classes bordering the various school halls as ‘hats and no hats’ was a VERY noisy 

game. At school I called it ‘bands and no bands’ (see appendage for rules)  

Of course, another favourite game had to be ‘ladders’ – still popular today - whilst a close 

third was ‘horses and riders’ followed by ‘cat and mouse’ and its alternative version in a 

circle. Also popular was ‘fishes’.  
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With our active meetings it wasn’t long before I passed ‘scout’s pace’, which left just the 

‘Rules of Health’ to come to terms with before ‘Health’ could be ticked off.  

Service  

First Aid seemed to be a winter activity when it was too cold and dark to go outside. The 

father of Margaret, one of our Guides, was a St John Ambulance instructor and he would 

come for weeks at a time to instruct us and supervise our bandaging. I became quite adept 

at putting on slings and bandaging ankles with triangular bandages. Of course, we were 

meant to use our Guide ties but no one was going to spoil my ‘pristine’ and beautifully tied 

tie!! Mum found me a ‘real’ triangular bandage which always travelled to Guides with me to 

save my precious Guide tie.  

Making my ‘Morse Flag’ was not such a challenge for me as I so enjoyed making things. It 

was good fun, once there were several flags, to use these as well as the buzzers that Dad 

had made.  

Poor Brown Owl – having to answer the telephone at least 6 times during a short space of 

time on a Monday evening when we Guides were trying to pass our ‘telephoning’.  

Guides of today will find this clause hard to believe as they seemed to have been born with 

telephones attached to their ears. But for us Guides in the 1950s, the telephone was a new 

contraption as, in its early days, it was only the very rich that could afford such a luxury. We 

Guides had to master buttons A and B in a call box and try not to lose our money before we 

had relayed the appropriate message.  

So, the day came when I passed all the clauses and I became a ‘Second Class Guide’. That 

was such a proud moment when Captain presented me with my oval, navy, cloth badge with 

its Green Trefoil in the centre. I had to ensure that it was sewn on to the left sleeve below 

the shoulder knot. The next part of my Guiding journey could begin.  

More than just a Second Class Guide  

Now that I had achieved my Second Class, I could search through the badge book and 

choose which proficiency badges interested me.  

I began with concentrating on ‘The Little House Emblem’ which was gained by passing ‘Child 

Nurse’, ‘Cook’, ‘Homemaker’, ‘Hostess’, ‘Laundress’ and ‘Needlewoman’ though my very 

first proficiency badge was ‘Knitter’. My friends, as they read this, will not be a bit surprised 

to hear that!  

I’m a failure – well it felt like it!  

I was to experience my first ‘failure’ as a Guide on the initial occasion I went to take my 

‘Cooks Badge’. We had to go to the local Rectory where the vicar’s wife was to test us.  

There were four of us who went along one Monday instead of attending the Guide meeting. 

Though Mum had allowed me to practice making cakes at home, I was not very confident 

but Mum assured me that all would be well. ‘After all’, she said, ‘you won’t be expected to 

cook anything without a recipe’. How wrong she was.  
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My first task was to make a sponge cake. I suppose I should have known the proportions of 

butter to sugar, eggs and flour but sadly I did not. So that disaster was followed by the 

request to make custard. Now I knew how to make custard but I was in such a ‘tizzy’ that I 

completely forgot to put in the sugar and that was sufficient to cause me to fail. Oh dear. 

That failure was to have a profound effect on my ‘cooking confidence’ – even to this day. 

Thank goodness that achieving badges is now so different.  

After that, I concentrated on the other five ‘Little House’ badges until came the day when I 

needed to try again with my ‘Cooks’, the one remaining, and the one stopping me from 

being presented with that lovely ‘Little House’ Emblem. I had hoped for a different tester 

but no such luck! The appointed day came when I had to present myself to the Rectory for 

my retest. I had practised, learned recipes off by heart - including oven temperatures - and 

worked myself up to a frenzy. I needed to pass this badge. There is definitely truth in the old 

adage ‘practice makes perfect’, together with the saying ‘if at first you don’t succeed, try, try 

again’. I was successful on my second attempt and from this experience I learnt to face 

challenges positively and not to give up on things.  

I looked at the ‘Woodcraft Emblem’ next but my inability to remember names of natural 

things made this an impossibility. That was just too much of a challenge for me.  

I gained my thrift badge and, prior to the test, I recall going out with Ann during the school 

holidays. We traipsed around the streets with an old pram, knocking on doors to collect jam 

jars and newspapers. We were ‘salvedging’ – one of the clauses we needed to pass! My 

article, made from things that would otherwise be thrown away, was a patchwork blanket 

made from squares of my outgrown dresses and school blouses. An old curtain formed the 

backing. This became my camp-blanket and it was on to the curtain side that I began to sew 

my ever increasing number of badges - collected specifically for this purpose. Pride of place 

went to Mum’s Ranger and Guider badges followed closely by my Brownie badges. So, we 

were ‘going green’ and ‘recycling’ even in those far off days.  

This blanket was to last many years before my collection of badges grew too numerous and 

more space was needed. It was as a Guider that I purchased an army surplus blanket and 

transferred my ever increasing collection. Sadly, quite recently, when we were moving house, 

I discovered that my precious camp blanket had been attacked by moths. Not wanting to 

transfer the dreaded moths to our new property, I decided to keep those wonderful 

memories, contained on my blanket, in my head, and so my collection went to the ‘happy 

home for moth eaten blankets and badges’. I am so sad about this – so many memories 

confined to the dustbin – but the moths had to go!  

Busy, Busy, Busy  

Soon after, I began to work on the achievement of my ‘First Class’ badge. Three clauses 

were already complete - including that dreaded ‘Cooks Badge’ – thank goodness!  

My next major challenge was learning to swim. My friend Ann could already swim the 

required 50 yards as her Mum was a proficient swimmer, so it was Ann’s Mum who came to 

the rescue. She agreed to take those Guides wishing to learn how to swim to the Public 

Baths in Woolwich on Sunday mornings. What a good teacher she was, one who was 

sympathetic to our fears and needs. It took us quite a time to achieve our goal of the 
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required 50 yard swim but most of us acquired the necessary skill. It was certainly worth 

getting up at 6.00 am on a Sunday so that lessons were over and we were home in time for 

breakfast before heading off to our early morning church services.  

I bought my own copies of ‘Scouting for Boys’ and ‘The Wolf that Never Sleeps’ so that I 

could read and discover more about our founder BP. I was well on the way to gaining the 

required knowledge for the First Class Badge when Captain announced that she was retiring 

from work and leaving the area. We were devastated. Our role model and ‘Guiding Rock’ 

was leaving us. Not only was Captain leaving but Lefty had decided to leave too. Who was to 

take on those roles? No one came forward – we were bereft.  

It seemed like the end of the world but then we were thrown a life-line. Brown Owl, whose 

daughter was, by this time, a Guide, said that she would become the leader but would need 

all the help she could get from the Patrol Leaders as she already had Brownies to organise 

and couldn't possibly organise a weekly Guide meeting at the same time!  

So – leadership skills to the fore – I found myself helping to run the Guides alongside my 

fellow Patrol Leaders. Ann and I organised and planned our weekly meetings with Brown 

Owl there to be the ‘adult in charge’. We enjoyed this experience and it certainly made me 

realise that this was what I wanted to do in the future – become a Guide Leader.  

The ‘First Class Test’ preparation was shelved and I never did achieve this as a Guide- though 

I later gained the badge as a Ranger.  

Looking Wider  

Our weekly meetings were such fun but there were also opportunities to meet with other 

Guides beyond the confines of our meeting place. I’ve already mentioned the Patrol 

Leaders’ Camp at Cudham – but that is one that I wish to forget!  

We had District gatherings, I suppose for events such as Thinking Day. All I remember about 

these is the singing. It was at such gatherings that I learnt the ‘proper Guide Songs’. We 

didn’t seem to spend much time, on those occasions, singing those raucous Scout Songs. I 

enjoyed compiling my own song book and to sharing these songs with our own Guides. 

 Thinking Day was always a special day, though I can’t remember ever celebrating in our 

own Guide Company. I always enjoyed wearing my Guide uniform to school and being 

allowed out of school to attend the Westminster Abbey ‘laying the wreaths’ ceremony held 

in those days on Thinking Day at 11.00am. This was just a very short and simple ceremony 

and any member in uniform could go. There were never many there but I really enjoyed 

feeling part of something much bigger than just my own Guide Company. I suppose I was 

incredibly fortunate to be just a short bus ride away from school to Westminster Abbey and 

in having a sympathetic Headmistress who allowed us to miss lessons in order to attend. I 

continued to attend this short service each year until I left school. After that, and once it 

became ‘ticket only’, I tried every year to obtain the necessary ticket – though not always 

successfully.  

Before our Captain left, we took part in a rally at Catford Stadium in 1957 to commemorate 

the Centenary of BP. We had to dress as Scouts and were in the pageant depicting the very 

first Scout Rally at Crystal Palace. I remember having to wear my brother’s scout shorts, 
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shirt, neckerchief and hat and carry a broom handle with notches in to make it look like a 

scout staff. Each of us Guides had one and I seem to recall that it was rather difficult 

climbing to the upper deck of the bus on the journey to and from Catford whilst holding ‘our 

staffs’ and trying not to cause injury to other passengers!  

On another occasion, Ann and I represented our Division at a service on the other side of 

London. I believe it was at Brompton Oratory. I can’t recall why this was being held but I can 

remember sitting up in the church balcony and watching all the standards being processed 

to the altar. What a spectacular sight. Maybe this was in 1957 too.  

It was about this time that I began to go with Ann to the ‘Saturday Night Dances’ organised 

by the Scouts and held regularly in King’s Warren School on the other side of Plumstead 

Common. Of course, all the Guides sat on one side of the hall and the Scouts on the other 

but those brave enough did mix with the opposite sex and good, innocent fun was had by 

all. My life-long friend, Yvonne, and I still reminisce about these dances and talk about how 

my Mother wouldn’t allow me to wear stockings. I would set off from home wearing ankle 

socks and remove them once out of sight! Oops, that was the 1st Guide Law not adhered to. 

 Life after Captain  

Brown Owl eventually ‘handed over’ to an ex Guide who came to ‘take us on’. This was short 

lived as she soon gave birth to her first baby and left us. Then along came Jean – of ‘Golden 

Earrings’ fame from the ‘Gang Show’ during my first weeks as a Guide. Jean had since 

married and had two young boys. Her husband was willing to baby sit each Monday - so we 

had a Captain again. I still remember planning Guide activities for the weekly meetings but I 

suppose, as Jean was a new leader, she was glad of the help.  

Guide life jogged along quite happily after that and all to soon, it seemed, it was time for me 

to leave as I had reached that age when I was ‘too old’. I was approaching my 16th birthday. 

 I had heard that there were Sea Rangers who met in the Academy Buildings on Woolwich 

Common. And so began the next phase of my Guiding Journey.  

 

‘For we are all sisters in this World Guiding Movement, 

Learning and Loving in all that we do’ 

 


