Hi there David!

Your description of the reunion was eagerly awaited by all of us, and made fascinating reading. It left me with an even stronger feeling of regret, that I had not been able to attend. In addition, it moved me to wonder what it was about Slim that continues to inspire us to such a degree, that we are willing  to traverse the globe, in order to meet up with “old” friends, and to relive those shared, unique experiences of so many decades ago.

Most of us attended other schools, after leaving Slim, and were probably,

soon, quite content to be part of a new community, even though the culture

of this school would inevitably be so different from Slim. My new school

happened to be the Ursuline Convent Grammar School in Wimbledon, and I have to admit that I enjoyed my five years there, tremendously, inspite of having to wear the alien summer uniform of panama hat and white gloves! However, the memory of that school could never fill me with the same degree of nostalgia, that I feel every time that my thoughts return to those amazing days of adventure in the lofty mist-covered heights of the Cameron

Highlands.

So what was so special about this jungle community, nestling in the green

heart of the rain forest? I think that it may have been the fact that we

were “boarders”, and therefore enjoyed the special sense of family that we

all still experience today. The uniqueness of the journey to and from Slim

certainly contributed to the magic of our experience. The memory of

travelling in train carriages filled with the excited chatter of friends,

until we reached Tapah, and then to have lunch, before climbing into those

sweltering “coffins” for the final leg of our journey, is something that all

of us cherish. Enid Blyton could never have imagined such an adventure for

one of her famed stories, and yet for all of us, it was all true and incredibly so!

Ours was an experience that will never, and could never be repeated. The

possibility of sending children so regularly, on such a dangerous journey,

in convoy with armed military guards, through “enemy territory”, would not

be contemplated today. The unimaginable horror which befell Arnold and his

father, which resulted in the fatal wounding of Mr Harris, when they and

others were attacked by communist terrorists, underlines how dangerous were those times for the British (and their children), in certain isolated parts of Malaya.

I, like many of the younger children, was largely unaware of the dangers en

route, and would  occasionally extend my head out of the small rectangular

window in the “coffin”, in order to seek a breath of cooler air, wave to

friends in one of the other vehicles, or the aborigines who sometimes stood

smiling, in their grass skirts, by the side of the road. Their blow pipes

held no threat for us , and we were not afraid, whenever we saw a face that

was decorated with a long, bleached bone, pierced through the nose!

Could it have been the calibre of the staff and the special culture of the

school? I was certainly in awe of Major Benn, and would find my heart

beating faster, when he visited our class, and stood by my desk, in order to

appraise my work. Undoubtedly, he possessed the special charismatic

qualities and vision, that marked him as being a particularly effective and

enlightened Head. Many of the staff also went out of their way to make life

exciting and challenging for us, not simply via the curriculum, but also

through the clubs that were held on weekday evenings. There was certainly a

strong emphasis on the academic side of life, and this served to prepare me

for the coming rigours of the Secondary School  curriculum in England.

I used to collect snakes and beetles at Slim, and housed them in the green

soldier box under my bed. I cannot remember ever feeding the snakes, and

wonder how  they survived? The beetles I fed on a form of nectar, made from sugary water. How many of today’s youngsters would ever have the opportunity of such an experience? What an adventure it was to walk those jungle paths (always with a predatory eye open for likely snakes, or even unlikely ones!), to climb trees, to wade through streams, to be aware of the abundant and diverse fauna and flora, and to seek out and feast on ripe passion fruit, from the vines that looped down from above! Many of us also share the memory of watching fascinated, as the leeches that attached themselves to our legs when we were out exploring, quickly withdrew their suckers, and fell off when we sprinkled them with salt.

What about the wide games? They were such fun, and pretty violent at times! I don’t think that I ever succeeded in winning a point for my team, by

returning to the quad with the woollen yarn still intact on my wrist, but my

God like so many others, I tried! I can remember being spotted by a group of

vigilant and fanatical girls from the opposing team, who were positioned on

the grassy  bank by the classrooms. Their one aim was to keep a lookout

for the “enemy”,  who might attempt to scale the slope from down below. On

seeing me, they screamed excited instructions to fellow team members, who

were scouting not far from where I was hiding, as to how best to locate me

in the long grass. Then all hell broke loose, as I fought half a dozen

Amazons, unsuccessfully, for my life and the trophy attached to my wrist! I

remember having my own sheath knife, too, which I wore on a belt. I was

particularly proud of the sheath, because it was covered in soft grey fur.

The knife was useful for a myriad of things in the jungle, or so I told my

parents!

Perhaps we Slimmers are nostalgic for the special kind of discipline and

order, that we knew  at Slim - hospital corners on our beds, polished shoes,

tidy drawers and cupboards? (I will never know why the contents of my

soldier box were never discovered - perhaps the staff allowed us a degree of privacy here?) I still love the memory of the red fire buckets that were a

feature around all military buildings - one containing water, the other

containing sand - and the white painted stones that lined parade grounds.

Everything was always so spruce in the forces!

Then there was the romantic aspect of life at Slim! We seemed to grow up

quickly abroad, but being all of eleven years when I first  arrived, my

initial encounter with boys was limited to merely  kissing, and that was

exciting enough! Mind you, during one of the Sunday dances, I left the hall

(in true Hollywood style), thinking that the young gentleman that I was

attracted to would follow me outside for a “snog”, but I was disappointed,

and after a few minutes, had to return to the hall somewhat deflated,

humiliated and mystified - well, why did the ploy always succeed for the

likes of Ava Gardener and Doris Day, then? By the way, the young man in

question was the gorgeous Roy Serle, and we “hitched up” shortly after this.

I know that some of the older students had progressed to more advanced

methods of expression, but generally it was all perfectly innocent, and

served to give an edge to life at Slim, and made the school’s social events

all the more pleasurable.

Remember the emphasis on sports, and athletics? Even the girls, in those

pre- equality days had to complete weekly cross country runs, around the

golf course, or across it, if one could get away with it! I can recall that

the heavens opened one day, and we soon found ourselves trying to run

against a flood that came half way up our thighs! I saw a beautiful yellow

belly swim past, but failed to catch it, and I have since wondered what

other kinds of reptiles were swimming alongside us, unseen, in the watery

depths - red tailed racers, or bootlaces? We girls were given the

opportunity to play most normal sports, and some unusual ones like Danish

rounders  and stool ball, which I believe was also called French cricket,

and many of us excelled.  The most impressive male athletes, apart from dear old Tony, Paul and Vincent, were the Ghurka students, who intended enlisting at Sandhurst, when they had completed their studies at Slim. It  was not surprising to learn that their fathers, uncles and grandfathers, had a reputation in the British army, for courage, and endurance that was

unsurpassed.

So what was the magic about Slim that is so enduring? Are we nostalgic for

the wonderful friends that we loved, and had such fun with; for how many

times have we thought about them in the years that have followed? Is it the

feeling of incompleteness, because many of us were so abruptly, and

prematurely “snatched” from school, and the fond embraces, and beloved

company of our friends, by parents whose tour in Malaya had regrettably,

come to an end? Or was it a combination of all the elements listed here? Our

school was truly a, “school of adventure”, as described in a Soldier

magazine of 1955, and a unique experience that we are all privileged to

share. I used to question the accuracy of my memories of Slim, and to sometimes tell myself that  it couldn’t have been so, but David your web site has enabled me to re-establish old friendships, and to make new ones, with

others who share my experiences. They confirm, almost daily, that my memory has not failed me, and that the magic of life at Slim, in all its amazing detail , really did happen. The fascination for all of us may be that we were entranced by a uniquely adventurous way of life, close to all the

wonders of nature which surrounded us, in a school culture that encouraged

sound personal attributes, and strong friendships. For me there is so much

joy and satisfaction in the opportunity, now, to explore it all once more

with so many other Slimmers.

Thanks for more than just the memory!

Kind Regards,

Hazel

