









































AMPLEFORTH MEETS THE OPPOSITE SEX

A Culture Shift Observed

The move to co-education represents far more than the admission of girls into what was
previously a boys' school. Rachel Fletcher, in her article in the last number, commented on
the shift in staff attitudes as well as in classroom-style. The steady increase in the
proportion of women staff, and their role in positions of responsibility, creates a new
educational climate. The question here is not whether it is a better climate than that of
single-sex schools, but how to identify the differences and make the best use of them for
everyone's benefit.

This shift is particularly complex in the case of a monastic school like Ampleforth. The
reduction of the monastic presence in our schools means that we are experiencing a double
shift — from monastic to lay, and from a predominantly male staff to one in which gender-
difference is simply no longer an issue.

This is a big change. It is obviously related to the challenge of maintaining the Benedictine
ethos of our schools. This is a major and very explicit part of the Abbey's agenda, and it is
considered elsewhere in this number. It is worth observing, however, that the monastic
tradition, with its roots in the Gospel and in the Rule of St Benedict, is deeply gender-free in
its approach to community-building and that it is already proving to be an ideal anchor for
the development of what is, for us, a richer and more complex kind of school community.

We should also remember that Ampleforth did not move suddenly from being an all-male
community to the admission of girls in 2001. There had been, for a number of years,
informal arrangements for a few girls to complete their A Level studies here and the
proportion of women teachers has been steadily increasing since the early 1980s.

When the time came to make the decisive move, it was quickly obvious that there was no
innate monastic prejudice against the idea. Rather the reverse. The following article is
intended to illustrate this theme: it celebrates the contribution made (before the
introduction of co-education) to Ampleforth's educational tradition by a very unusual
teacher.

LUCY WARRACK

Lucy Warrack is the author of several significant books. She writes under her maiden name,
Lucy Beckett, and some of her books are reviewed elsewhere in this issue. She grew up at
Rievaulx and became a teacher at Ampleforth largely because she was a neighbour. Like
many of her monastic colleagues, she had no formal teaching qualification, and (also like
some of them) found herself teaching in areas unconnected with her University studies.
Basil Hume read Modern History at Oxford, but became Head of Languages. Lucy studied
Mediaeval History at



Cambridge, and History was about the only subject she never taught. No other teacher in
Ampleforth's history has taught such a wide range of subjects at so many different levels. At
different moments in her teaching career in the valley, she prepared Gilling boys for their
entry to Ampleforth and gave a course on the history of European thought to the entire
Ampleforth monastic community.

Lucy Warrack was appointed by Fr Dominic to a part-time English post in September 1980.
Somewhat prophetically, she was accompanied by her daughter, Teresa, who spent what
used to be called her Oxbridge term in the Sixth Form preparing for her entry to Cambridge.
A year later, Lucy accepted a full-time post in the English Department, teaching at every
level in the School.

Her gifts as a teacher were so unusual that it is rather hard to describe them. There are
some teachers who specialise in stimulating the very able; there are others who bring the
best out of the least able. Lucy remained, in a curious way, almost indifferent to the level at
which she was teaching. She took it for granted that the themes of King Lear were accessible
and potentially fascinating for every student of whatever ability and her classes responded
accordingly. It was impossible to discern whether she preferred the high fliers to the lame
ducks. This made her an outstanding tutor at the individual level, intolerant of the
mediocrity with which able students tended to satisfy themselves, and infinitely patient with
the less confident strugglers. Generations of Amplefordians remain conscious of their debt
to her.

It was inevitable that her passion for teaching should engage her in wider fields. She was
drawn into teaching Classics, PPE and PPP at Oxbridge level, and gave General Studies
Courses on Russian and European Literature. She taught Sixth Form RS courses on Christian
Marriage, and O Level courses on Theatre Studies. She was aware that her own academic
formation was unusually broad, and delighted in sharing all this with anyone who would
listen. There were many such.

It was scarcely surprising that she should be appointed Head of English in 1987 and Head of
Sixth Form in 1991. She had the task of orchestrating the transition from O Level to GCSE
and of working with the Headmaster on the evolving strategy of preparing UCCA and UCAS
applications.

The pressures of administration never distracted her from the primacy of her work as tutor
and teacher. Nor did they dilute her commitment to the other side of her work at
Ampleforth. Together with Fr Justin Arbery-Price, she presided over what was certainly one
of the golden ages of the Ampleforth Theatre.

Between 1984 and 1990, ACT put on 28 plays, ranging from King Lear and most of the major
Shakespearian repertoires to Louis Malle's Au revoir les enfants (which Lucy translated) and
from Antigone and Waiting for Godot to the three-part cycle of the York Mystery Plays. In
the Downstairs Theatre (which had been converted from an indoor swimming-pool), there
were plays by Sheridan, Chekhov, lonesco, Arthur Miller, Pinter and Alan Bennett. This surge
of creative activity was far more than an interesting extra-curricular hobby: it was as
dynamic a part of Ampleforth's life as the simultaneous achievements of a series of



outstanding rugby teams, many of whose members would hasten back from matches in
order to fulfil their roles in the productions.

In 1994, Lucy moved across the valley to become Director of Studies (and, of course, drama)
at Gilling Castle, preparing the top years in English, History and Latin, for the Scholarship
Entry to Ampleforth. From 1993 to 2004, she taught Church History and Latin to junior
monks in the monastery, and during this period she gave a course of 15 literary/theological
lectures to the community, which became the basis of her book In the Light of Christ:
Writings in the Western Tradition.

Lucy Warrack's contribution to the educational and cultural climate was both extensive and
subtle. Although her approach was entirely untouched by any trace of conventional
feminism, the fact that her presence and influence came to be taken for granted by
generations of Amplefordians was a significant factor in the process which eventually made
the transition to co-education seem relatively natural. Ampleforth's debt to her is
considerable. We are also proud to be associated with her distinguished literary career,
which is addressed in another section of this issue.
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