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Scone Advocate from 1920 onwards, promoting the school and its virtues, revealed that 
prior to this she had taught at Astroea College, a Private Girls’ School (sold to the Church 
of England in 1919) in the Sydney suburb of Chatswood and at a Church of England Girls’ 
School in Goulburn, a prosperous sheep town south-west of Sydney.

Besides the 3Rs, the subjects offered at Narwonah ranged from French, English and 
Australian history to geography, mapping, drawing, and painting and music. Elocution 
and dancing classes were also available as extracurricular activities. Miss Bode stressed 
that ‘backward and delicate children’ would receive ‘every care and attention’. 

The school functioned continuously from 1920 until 1952, when it became a pre-school, 
under the auspices of St Luke’s. The redoubtable Miss Bode died eight years later at the  
age of 86.

My mother had also decided to remove Jean from the state school and enrol her at Miss Bode’s. 
Close in age, we were just one grade apart. We got on quite well together and, with potentially 
bothersome older brothers safely installed in boarding school in Sydney, life was a most pleasant 
mixture of lessons, horses and friends, although not necessarily in that order.  

Although still outspoken and referred to as ‘outgoing’, I performed well enough on the 
academic front. However, I could act the fool when the mood took me, and was prone to indulge 
in practical jokes when things became boring. The most memorable prank occurred one hot 
and somnolent summer afternoon when, during a particularly tedious English grammar lesson, 
I accepted a dare designed to put Miss Kent’s famous lack of humour to the test. The instigator 
was Helen Cadell, the Canon’s daughter and, to make sure I wouldn’t back out, she told the 
entire grade about it. Fully aware of what was about to unfold, my classmates waited in delicious 
anticipation as I framed my question.

‘Excuse me Miss, but I am having a bit of bother with my grammar,’ I said. ‘I am wondering 
which is more correct: the yolk of an egg is white, or the yolk of an egg are white.’ Miss Kent, 
busily marking books while we worked on the exercise she had set, took the bait. With a look of 
utter contempt, she spat ‘IS white, IS white, you stupid girl’. Feigning a look of total innocence, 
I replied in as meek a voice as I could manage, ‘Excuse me, Miss Kent, but I believe the yolk of 
an egg is yellow.’

Miss Kent’s normally pale complexion rapidly turned a remarkable shade of puce. Clutching 
the collar of her high-necked gown, she dropped her red marking pencil and looked as if she 
might have a stroke, while the rest of the girls stuffed handkerchiefs in their mouths in an attempt 
to smother guffaws that might have otherwise summoned Miss Bode to investigate the cause of 
the disturbance. Meanwhile, I stared at an invisible spot, just above the blackboard, fearful that 
I too might explode into uncontrollable giggles.

There was no escaping punishment: 400 lines, to be completed after school that day. Four 
hundred lines, written in my best copperplate handwriting and in pen and ink, took some time, 
so long that my unexpected lateness almost prompted my mother to call the police to investigate 
my whereabouts. Fortunately, although it was almost dark when I arrived home, Mother had 
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more important matters on her mind that day and did not press me for details. The whole school 
knew I was in trouble, but Jean, being a loyal sister, did not dob. When the girls congregated on 
the verandah before classes the next morning, the opinion was unanimous. I had very definitely 
proved a point: Miss Kent had absolutely no sense of humour.

Apart from a proper grounding in basic education, Miss Bode expected her girls to be well 
versed in the arts, particularly music. She was an accomplished pianist and, in this post World 
War I period when entertainment was mostly of the self-made variety, she believed that to be 
musically proficient was an essential requirement for any young woman whose parents could 
afford a piano and tuition. For the majority of my friends, music lessons were a painful ordeal 
to be endured, with reluctant fingers stumbling woodenly over difficult pieces and mindlessly 
thumping out monotonous scales and hated arpeggios. 

However, I had the good fortune to be born into a family of considerable musical ability. My 
mother was particularly talented and could play anything, from improvised, often racy music to 
accompany the silent films screened at Uncle Aubrey Dobson’s Olympia Picture Theatre, to the 
work of great composers. I had inherited her love of music and, for me, playing the piano was 
as natural as breathing. As soon as my feet could reach the pedals, I had begun formal lessons. 
Unlike most of my classmates, who gave up once an acceptable level of competency had been 
achieved, music tuition continued throughout my teenage years. 

Playing the piano was pure joy, so much so that I abandoned my secret dream for one that I 
believed was attainable – if I couldn’t be a doctor, I would become a concert pianist. Miss Bode, 
realising my talent in this field, encouraged me to perform in benefit concerts held at the school 
or in town on a regular basis. Although these events were attended by uncritical townspeople 
and biased family members, it didn’t take much imagination for me to see myself on the world 
stage, with adoring fans giving me a standing ovation and calling ‘encore’ as they showered me 
with roses.

Highly motivated by these images, I had no problem finding time for the mandatory four 
hours’ practice each day required to reach a level of expertise to sit for the Licentiate of the 
Royal Academy of Music. Without this qualification, known as the LRAM, along with an equally 
important recommendation from the examiner, aspiring musicians had no hope of securing a 
place at the prestigious New South Wales Conservatorium of Music, a crenellated, castle-like 
colonial structure overlooking Sydney Harbour.

On the appointed day, the all-powerful examiner steamed into town on the morning train. 
Aware that my future depended on how well I performed, I had tried to leave nothing to chance. 
My theory was well rehearsed, my technique as perfect as I could make it and the works to be 
examined practised with unrelenting determination. As none of the three candidates presenting 
for the examination was keen to go first, we drew lots to determine the order of appearance. I 
drew the short straw. 

I played competently enough, but the enormity of the situation was too much. Although I 
had performed at quite a few concerts in town, I was overcome with stage fright and my nerves 
disintegrated. The kind but realistic examiner let me down gently. Diplomatically praising my 
theoretical ability and near perfect technique, he nevertheless made it absolutely and abundantly 


