
Memories of Cloudesley PH School 1940-1951 

Peter Lambert 

 

Part 1 

My first contact with the Cloudesley Physically Handicapped (PH) School took 

place around 1940/1 after a short attendance at a 'normal' primary school, 

namely Grafton Road, Kentish Town. The teachers at that school, (so my 

mother said later), refused to take responsibility for a child presenting with an 

obvious disability as evident by leg irons (calipers). These items were 

prescribed by doctors in order to rectify what was described at that time as 

club feet (talipes).  

At that stage, we (my family) were living at Mansfield Road, near Hampstead 

Heath which is quite some distance from Cloudesley PH school, Dowrey Street, 

Islington.  However, notwithstanding wartime travelling problems and air raids, 

I was picked up by LCC transport (a special bus) which on occasions when 

nothing else was available,  was nothing more than an open backed truck with 

a canvas canopy and wooden seats and delivered to school.  

There were occasions when the school bus had to negotiate fire hoses and 

debris as a result of the nightly air raids which were common and clearly not 

safe or acceptable. 

Although at that time Cloudesley school was designated as a PH school 

incorporating a MD (mentally deficient!) section in the upper part of the 

building, by comparison with my previous infant school (Grafton Road), 

conditions were harsh to say the least. A certain Mr Gush was the law, with no 

concessions allowed, whatever the disability of the child. The law of Mr Gush 

was enforced by liberal use of the cane (of which I, along with other boys, was 

a frequent recipient).  I do not exaggerate. 

When air raid sirens sounded, Mr Waites (Weights?) the school caretaker 

would hurriedly close the wooden shutters on all the downstairs windows and 

turn off the gas lights in the classrooms. Yes, there were gas lights suspended 

from the ceilings and he used a long pole to shut off the gas. If the occasion 



demanded (sounds of bombs falling nearby) we were instructed to get under 

our desks.  I don't recall being particularly frightened - maybe the excitement 

of the occasion and being excused from class work was uppermost in our 

minds! 

Across the Street (Dowrey St) from the school was a large fenced off concrete 

area which served as some sort of recreation area, which was where Mr Gush 

was more at home. Looking back, I think he would have been better employed 

as a sports teacher in an ordinary school for he made few if any concessions to 

the limitations of disabled boys. 

Clearly, with almost daily bombing of London, attendance at the school 

couldn't be allowed to continue, so lock stock and barrel, most of the children 

were evacuated out of London. Since most of the children were physically 

disabled, we were sent out of London to a special camp, namely Horsley Green 

Camp, near High Wycombe, Bucks. I don't know what happened to the MD 

students who occupied the upper part of the school. 

Accommodation at Horsley Green camp consisted of six wooden dormitories 

with double layered bunks running down each side of the huts. Of course there 

were other facilities such as classrooms and a dining hall etc. 

This camp was put to use after the war as a recreation venue for youth groups. 

My memories of the interesting(!!) years I spent at Horsley Green really fall 

outside my recollections of Cloudesley school, but by a strange twist of fate 

(nemesis!) one of the teachers transferred to the camp was none other than 

the infamous Mr Gush who brought with him his own form of 'love' and 

discipline. 

After the war, I along with other boys were sent for a short time, back to 

Cloudesley, (and Mr Gush!) then to Offord Road PH school (Islington), then 

Mary Ward PH school (near the British Museum) before returning to 

Cloudesley in about 1945.   

 

Part 2 



The school by then had been civilized to the extent that the cane no longer 

ruled and the staff, which included a nursing sister with a special medical room 

no less, were most supportive.  Mr Gush's authoritarian rule had now been 

relegated to the history books. 

Gone too were the war time makeshift travel arrangements to and from 

school. Special green busses, with the manufacturer’s name “Dennis” 

emblazoned across the radiator, now ensured our safe transport to and fro. I 

recall some of the names of the friendly ladies who looked after the safety of 

the boys and in some cases actually helped them getting onto and off the bus. 

Mrs Fewkes who actually lived near the school in Liverpool Road and Mrs Ford. 

Both these ladies worked in the school kitchen between travelling times, 

preparing lunch. Generally speaking, the bus drivers were quite co-operative 

and friendly nothwithstanding the somewhat boisterous behaviour of the boys 

although there were a few exceptions.   

Remember some of the boys either suffered some form of speech impediment 

or were hard of hearing which might not have contributed to a quiet and 

peaceful journey.   It didn't help if when picking up a boy in the morning, the 

boy wasn't waiting on the doorstep which resulted in an impatient blowing of 

the horn several times. Parents didn't always appear to explain to the 

driver their child's non-appearance which didn't help the driver's demeanour ! 

The garage which housed and maintained all the school busses was situated in 

Caledonian Road and one year, not long after the war, the transport staff 

arranged for a special Christmas party above the garage for all the children. 

Paper hats, lollies and lots of cakes were enjoyed by all! Remember food 

rationing  remained in force for several years after the war so I'm sure a lot of 

people had to dig deep in order to provide for all the goodies. We also each 

received a threepenny bit wrapped in silver paper. 

I think the prevailing ethos of the time suggested that PH (physically 

handicapped) boys were best prepared (educationally) for some form of 

trade.  (Nothing too intellectual you understand!).  Accordingly 'craft' classes 

which included boot and shoe repairing, tailoring as well as the usual wood 

and metal work skills formed a large part of the curriculum .The shortage of 

trained staff following the war time losses, did for a while produce some 



'teachers' who were out of their depth when it came to teaching disabled 

children, many of the latter who themselves had been subject to wartime 

traumas of one sort or another. 

However, I owe much to the teachers who were generally patient and 

encouraging.  Mr Gelder (English and for a time Art), Mr Coates (Maths), Mr 

Darling (History and Geography), Mr Woods (appropriately Woodwork) and Mr 

Levett (Metalwork and Science and Music). 

In these days of subject specialization it might seem odd now that topics were 

spread widely (and thinly) around the staff.  Mr Owens was headmaster, 

although we didn't see much of him except at daily morning assemble. 

Mr Levett did his best to broaden our musical appreciation by playing on the 

school piano, music by classical composers - Schubert, Chopin etc. This took 

place several mornings each week, following school assembly.  I can't say how 

much of this musical education registered with many of the students but I for 

one have appreciated his efforts. He sometimes performed a duet with Mr 

Coates on the school piano. 

Mr Darling, a true darling of a man, always made his lessons an enjoyable, even 

a fun occasion, and we always looked forward to his informal teaching 

methods of awarding marks* to the first hand up in answer to a question. 

Sadly, he was prone to interrupting the lesson to recall the memory of his son 

who was killed flying a Spitfire during the war.  He firmly believed, so he told 

us, that his son would someday return.  I realise now, just how much his son's 

death must have affected him.  I guess we were all casualties in one way or 

another. 

*The school was divided into three houses - Simpson, Reid and Lister. 

Appropriately prominent names in medical research - anaesthetics and 

antiseptics etc. Most of which we students were most familiar with on a 

personal basis. Ugh ! 

*Each week these marks were collated and the winning house was nominated 

to get the award of 'second helpings' of any food left over when lunch was 

served.  A not unappreciated bonus you can be sure, especially as food 

rationing was in force. 



 

Part 3 

One of the disadvantages of being transported to a school some distance away 

from where I (and other students) lived was that out of school contact with 

other boys was generally not possible. However I was fortunate in that another 

boy, Peter West, lived only about 15 minutes walk away.  

Peter and I shared several interests - model boats, kite flying and model 

planes. Our local open space for most of these activities was Hampstead 

Heath/Parliament Hill Fields which provided ponds and a hill for kites 

etc.  Peter suffered quite badly from cerebral palsy as well as deafness. 

However we managed to enjoy our activities notwithstanding our physical 

difficulties. 

The woodwork and metalwork teachers were very encouraging in that they 

permitted Peter and I  to follow our own interests during class time which 

really helped us develop and make pursue own projects - wooden boats, or ski 

yachts (for use on the ponds when frozen in winter). Looking back I realize that 

this was not only unusual for the time, but it greatly assisted us in developing 

our own craft skills. 

On leaving school, Peter worked at Remploy assisting other handicapped 

people in a factory producing light industrial items (soldering irons etc), 

eventually becoming a supervising foreman. Following my migration to 

Australia, I became a high school teacher specialising in hand crafts and art.    

Several times a year all the students at Cloudesley were taken to theatrical 

productions. The 'Importance of being Ernest' and 'The Admirable Crichton' are 

two that come to mind.  School bus transport was arranged and we were taken 

to various theatres - all free of charge.  Looking back I think we were more 

than well cared for!! 

One year, a number of boys were taken for a ten day holiday to Tankerton, a 

seaside town in Kent. I was fortunate to be one of them and we enjoyed our 

first 'sea side' holiday since pre-war days. Photos of this holiday were posted 

on the school notice board and I wonder whether any pictures of this occasion 

still survive in Cloudesley records somewhere. 



Another benefit from attending a 'special' school was being given boxes of 

sweets gifted to us by students in America. This happened on several occasions 

so you see we (the students) thought we were really quite special which made 

up for some of the problems we encountered in our everyday lives. 

The sudden abundance of sweets probably didn't do much for our teeth but 

after years of wartime sweet rationing, oral hygiene was low on our list of 

priorities! 

The year I left Cloudesley (1951) coincided with the school becoming co-

educational so significant changes took place in terms of staff and teaching 

arrangements. The girls were transferred from another PH school in Islington 

(maybe Offord Road) so presumably this was done for economic reasons and 

to boost the number of students.  These arrangements continued until the 

school was finally closed and students transferred to a new Cloudesley PH 

school in Islington. 

Sometime around 1953/4 some of the teachers organized what could best be 

described as an old scholars club/evening classes and for two nights a week 

this flourished for a couple of years. Subjects included shorthand and typing, 

sewing as well as billiards and other games etc. Socials (dances and games) 

took place several times a year. I recall two young ladies, trainee ballerinas 

from Sadlers Wells who came along and did their best to teach ballroom 

dancing to students many of whom still needed walking aids (sticks etc).  This 

helped us considerably in developing our social life. 

Sadly, numbers eventually dwindled due in part to transport difficulties and 

eventually the classes ended. The nearest tube station was the Angel (quite a 

walk from the school) and of course at that time, private cars were owned 

by relatively few parents. Travelling to and from the school was I think the 

main problem and many ex-students would have found using public transport 

quite a challenge.  Many lived some distance away - not a challenge when 

picked up by a school bus but using busses or the tube at night was a different 

matter. 

I hope these notes will assist you in building a record of the history of the 

Cloudesley school - a school which I know helped many young handicapped 

people overcome their disabilities and set them up for life  



I for one feel blessed for having spent those important years in the company of 

such dedicated staff and of course my fellow students. 

 


