ON Helena Strettle-Davis joins RGS External Affairs Team
We caught up with ON Helena Strettle-Davis (01-03) as she re-joins school in a very different incarnation as Development Manager (Digital) with the External Affairs department. 
Tell us a little of your history at the RGS
I joined in 2001 for sixth form only and that was with the very first intake of girls – there were only 22 girls in our year. I came across the road from the then Central Newcastle High School, where I’d been since I was four - so I’d been in an all-girls' environment and decided I fancied a change. I was actually hoping to go to St Peter’s School in York, but RGS announced they were taking girls and my mum said, ‘We’re not paying for boarding school – you’re going to the RGS!’. I knew I wanted to leave CNHS, so RGS it was! However, I was in total denial the whole summer before and couldn’t think about it [for anxiety] and my mum kept saying ‘we have to get you a suit’ and I just didn’t want to face it! Anyway, I turned up here aged 16 with only 22 girls in the entire school.
Did you know any of those other girls?
I would say about half of the girls came across from CNHS – although none of my very best friends – and then the other half was girls from local schools whom I had no previous connection to. But we were all in the same very stressed, very panicked boat! It was a strange time as not everyone was 100% on board [with the change] and it was hard to know how it might be with the boys: some were delighted; some were indifferent; and some boys were fine with the friendships they already had. I never had a single incident where anyone was rude to me – there was just a bit of a feeling sometimes – but I absolutely loved it: it was brilliant! I made loads of friends. I worked a lot harder here and achieved far more than I might otherwise have done. 
That two years at sixth form passes very quickly and can be very intense. How soon was it before you felt you’d gained some traction? How long before the panic dissipated?
The panic didn’t really disappear! There was a small lobby in the entrance to the girls’ toilets with a comfortable seating area which often became our sanctuary – we could sit in there and shut the door and be calm for a minute or two, enjoying some peace and quiet. I know that sounds a bit strange, but it was an odd environment to be in as in the early days it still had the culture of being an all-boys’ school. But obviously, we settled in and became more comfortable, making friends with both the girls and boys. Indeed, I met my husband, Jeff Davis, here and am in regular contact with lots of friends – mostly boys, I have to say. We were a group of girls who had to be very strong characters and weren’t necessarily alike. I still see some locally to say hello to but it’s the boys I remain friends with. 
Tell us about your trajectory on leaving school.
After leaving RGS I read Economics at Homerton College, Cambridge and then trained as a Chartered Accountant with KPMG in Newcastle and then London, which is when I got together with Jeff.  After a few years at KPMG, and a brief management accountant role at De Beers Diamonds, I moved to AB Bernstein in Mayfair to work in equity research, covering the European Food & HPC Stocks. In between all of that I had two sons, who are now aged four and six. So, after 15 years in London we decided to move back to Newcastle last summer. 


So, does Newcastle still feel like home now you’re back?
Yes, the decision to move was made quite quickly after finding a house in Jesmond that we fell in love with. Being back home in Newcastle surrounded by our family and friends is fantastic – our sons are loving their new lives up here. And now, being back at RGS - I really have come full circle!
What stands out? Are there similarities or stark differences to when you were here?
With respect to similarities, there’s definitely the same energy about the place – you can feel it as soon as you walk in the building. I notice historic elements and beauty of the building more as an adult now I’m back. The main difference, clearly, is seeing girls throughout the school. When I was here it was ‘spot the girl’ but now it’s fantastic to see that they’re everywhere and it’s just normal. 
I think coming back now and being involved as an adult really makes me see how lucky the students are. It really is a fantastic school, and the students are so fortunate to be here. But that leads me on to what I’m doing here: helping to improve links with Old Novos for various reasons, including helping with funding work for our bursaries. We’re trying to give the opportunity of an RGS education to more young people in Newcastle who wouldn’t otherwise have access to it. Indeed, it seems unfair that only a small portion of society have these benefits and unique opportunities. I see now how fortunate I was, although you don’t necessarily realise it at the time. I think perhaps being a parent also makes me realise that.
Is there a standout memory for you of your time at school?
[bookmark: _Int_GbkE3sDQ][bookmark: _Int_mRQQAo3g]I have many happy memories from my time here. A few that stand out are the Economics Department’s trip to London, which was a fantastic few days; general japes in the Sixth Form common room (including seeing someone go down the stairs in a bin, just as Mr Smith, who oversaw discipline, walked in); or A-Level results’ day. I remember walking in that day just as one of my friends walked out and he muttered ‘You did it, Strettle!’ - I hadn’t seen the results yet and I remember going to the board, then the celebrations afterwards: it was a great day! 
We wish all the very best to Helena as she joins our team.




