A Salutation to my
Alma Mater

By Leela Jeyaretne

Remembrance is a beautiful garden where in the seeds of memory lie dormant ready to spring into bloom at  any moment the mind wishes to bring them into life.

Traversing this garden of remembrance, after nearly six or seven decades,  I am activated by nostalgic childhood memories that are so precious that sometimes my heart yearns to retrace my life back to that all important phases in my life.  The pioneers of this institution were many but certain personalities remain vivid in my memory. The most outstanding affectionately being Miss.Nagammah Murugesu friendly called Nagammah Akka by us.  She was the head mistress of the Tamil Section, a strict disciplinarian with great responsibility.  According to information Miss.Murugesu took up appointment as head mistress immediately after she left training college in Jaffna at the age of 20 in the year 1929 and served in the same capacity for 41 years, until she retired in 1970.  This was indeed a very unique feat as hers was a continuous unbroken service to this institution.  The Manager Lady had implicit faith in her and Miss.Murugesu carried out her orders to the end.  There were the teachers in the Tamil School who taught us the rudiments of education, the 3 RS and those of them I can recall Padmakka, Annammah, Sellachchi teacher, Rasanayagam, Sinniah master and Sivaguru Master.

A few words about each of them.  Padmakka was a pleasant lady always smiling and ready to help Annammah Akka taught lace making and art, which unfortunately I couldn’t master.  I learnt to sew under the guidance of Sellachchi teacher and her niece Rasangan  a young widow with a son taught us reading and writing.
Sinniah Master, a victim of Polio was our Arithmetic Master and what impressed me most about him was the immaculate way he always dressed. Clad in white his impressive figure still remains in my memory. In spite of his deformity he never took leave – nor was ever late and was much respected by the students and staff alike.  Although he had a cane within easy reach of his hand, he never use it. His sonorous voice rose above the din the students made and his presence as the only male among the ladies was indeed very impressive.  Sivaguru Master joined the staff much later and I can remember him as a mild and meek person dedicated to his work.

Miss.Anam Padman was the principal of the English school when I joined it in 1933.  She was a kind hearted unassuming lady from India – who besides her duties as Principal took time off to entertain us by organizing games and later rewarding us with sweets.  I had the good luck of meeting this lady later in my life when I joined Vincent Girl’s High School to continue my studies.  She was my Class Teacher then.

She was succeeded by one Mrs. Kanagaretnam who was the mother of a number of beautiful girls and also a naughty boy who we girls feared as he was a bit too wild.  But his mother was very strict with him and did not spare the cane each time he was naughty.

Of the teachers who were there then, Mrs.David or David teacher has carved a niche in my memory as she was a living example of a perfect teacher.  She taught us to recite poems sing and dance, dramatize, read and write and speak faultless English. Her incomparable enthusiasm, unparalleled devotion, keen sense of dedication and self – less service in teaching the foreign language to her students, laid the firm foundation to many of her students to become competent in English. Besides she was lovely person who always rushed to any one is rescue be it an accident or personnel problem.  Teachers of Mrs.Davids’Calibre are hard to find these days.
Another persons who remains in my memory is Miss. Titus she too was a graduate from India, a Malayali who did not know Tamil.  This was a blessing in disguise for we had to converse in English with her.  Her affort to speak Tamil was a source of amusement to us girls, but when she wants to drive a point home she would address us in broken Tamil.  She was both feared and love by the students.  She was the prettiest principal we ever had.  Besides teaching, she gave us plenty of advice in how young girls should behave, think and act. When she left; the whole school mourned her departure.  

Another personality I remember with awe is Mr.Sivasekaram who joined the staff on a voluntary basis to teach us Tamil grammar, Maths and Tamil Literature.  He was highly qualified and duty conscious person who demanded our undivided attention while he taught and the least detraction annoyed him.  Perhaps we did not come up to his standard and he was disappointed.  All the same there were the senior students who benefited by his teaching.  As a person he was kind and pleasant and we liked him a lot.

I will be failing in my appreciation of my teachers if I do not mention Mr.Thillaiyampalam Master who taught Music.  Although I love Music and was anxious to learn it I was not given permission by my father who was anxious that I should follow the Academic Education.

But my love for Music was so great that I remained after school and stealthily crept into the classroom where the Music Master conducted his music sessions and sat some distance away from the rest, listening to what he taught.  Thillaiyampalam Master would have observed me – a non – paying student – yet, he never complaint or raised objections.  I learned most the songs in this manner.  

There is just one more person I would like to mention here.  It is our boarding mistress whom we called Matron Akka.  She was a lady from the suburbs of Jaffna – a widow with an only daughter who was our class made. She was kind, understanding and full of concern to her wards but a stickler for Hindu tradition and was very particular that, they should be observed. There was no hoodwinking her for she was always alert. She treated all alike whether rich or poor influential or not.  There was no favourism for ever her own daughter was treated like the rest of us.

With the outbreak of World War – II, I left the institution to join another and with the bombing of the Trincomalee Harbour in the forties the school was closed down indefinitely.  It started functioning again in 1943 with Mrs.Rao as Principal, with only    3 teachers and a handful of students. It was there I joined as a pupil teacher to serve in my old school – only for a brief period.
I remember how we the staff went from house to house to persuade the parents to send their children to our school.  They compiled and soon the school began to fill up and more staff were recruited.  

From then onwards it had been a forward march and sweeping changes have taken place since then as today Trincomalee is proud of a prestigious Hindu Girls school with all facilities provided – reputed as one of the leading girl’s school in the East. As we now gaze at the massive structures, that have come up during the past decade. We cannot stop paying repute to the Principals who were at the helm from time to time the old girls, well wishers and members of the public and officers of the Education Department who were responsible for the transformation of Sri Shanmuga Vidyalayam which had just two large halls that served as classrooms into a fabulous and marvelous institution now known as Sri Shanmuga Hindu Ladies’ College, which Trincomalee is proud of.

Rome was not built in a single day, they say.  Similarly those of them, who were responsible, fought tooth and nail to achieve this goal.  The hardships they underwent, the frustrations they faced, the sweat they spilled, the obstacles they had to overcome and the difficulties they had to surmount until their dream materialized, should go down in the history of this institution.
On this memorable day when this prestigious school celebrates its 80th anniversary let us, as citizens of Trincomalee, invoke the blessing of Lord Koneswarar to endow his Grace not and always, on this institution which is reality, a lasting monument of dedication.

