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St James's Elementary School stood on Fortis Green, next to the fire station, about half a
mile away from the new estate. It was a single storey building with a high slate roof and
no ceilings, so that the steep wooden rafters were an unfailing source of pleasure. One
could sit in a lesson with the mind wandering and imagine the carpenters up there sawing
their joints and putting together this immense structure. If someone had asked, "What are
you dreaming about?" the reply would have been, "Watching the carpenters make the
roof. There is one of them who could do with a hand if only I could get up there." A far
more pleasant way of spending the afternoon than fussing about arithmetic or geography.

I had been surprised when I first saw St James's School because it was so different from
my earlier one. Stroud Green School, in Finsbury Park, had been enormous, in red brick
with white dressings, full of architectural exuberance. That building had been typical of
the London School Board design brought in after the 1870 Compulsory Education Act,
with huge windows and classrooms built without corridors, round a sunny hall. St
James's School was completely different, much older, and showing by its shape how it
had been enlarged over the years. A small front building linked by cloakrooms to a
larger one behind and, off to one side, yet another addition. One could trace in
imagination how the school had grown over the years, adding and accreting like a snail's
shell. By 1925 the school was surrounded by flats and a large fire station.
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[image: image2.jpg]The Headmaster, Mr Walter Penn, wore his whiskers sharp-pointed, waxed and
military. His hair, which had been auburn, was now pale straw. His hands were clean,
with well kept nails. No speck of dust would have had the impudence to fall on his
clothes. He gave the impression of the very best type of non-commissioned officer,
efficient, vital and capable of getting on with the job. Everything he did was vigorous,
but dignified. As he walked up Tetherdown each morning, he would help push the
milkman’s float up the slope. His bowler hat stayed on straight and nobody would have
thought of smiling at his behaviour. This is what decent people did. Teach by example.

His two great loves were arithmetic and music. He taught simple mathematics and
algebra so well that my sister Phyllis, for one, came across nothing new to her in
mathematics in her grammar school until the third year. Some days Mr Penn would
walk into a maths lesson and take over, allowing the teacher to go off to do some other
work. We children never knew when this would happen: perhaps the teacher did not
know cither.

Instantly there was a change of speed. Arithmetic became more urgent, more insistent.
There would be quick questions and answers, rapid ways of doing things, short cuts for
this and tricks for that. It suited some pupils and bewildered others. Mr Penn did a lot
of good to some, making them quick and facile. Able to answer simple questions 0o
easily. He got a lot of them through the Scholarship Examination at cleven, but he was
caviare to the general. He did not teach them why they were doing anything, or what
they were doing, just tricks for doing puzzles quickly. He was a conjuror, bewildering
his audience. Kind, willing, hard-working man that he was, he spent his life teaching
people to do the three-card trick and failed. While some gained from his teaching, he
convinced three quarters of the class that they could not do mathematics and that idea
stayed with them for the rest of their lives.

For years he was an adult chorister at St James's Church, for his other great joy was
singing. There was a special anticipation in his back as he rolled down the tonic sol fah
chart in school and took up his pointer. Mr Penn would walk between the rows of
children, listening and conducting, alert and yet carried away. He taught folksongs and
sometimes sent messages home asking if my father knew of part arrangements of
particular songs, Sometimes | would bring to school a piece of music specially
obtained from Boosey and Hawkes and once or twice, almost under protest, my father
set and wrote out the parts for a particular song. I took them in the next morning feeling
that my father had been imposed upon. I was quite glad to leave that school before
someone was rude.

About 1932, Mr Penn was killed in a car accident at Tring. The new headmaster was
Mr LT. Plant who later wrote a lmlory of St James's School, from which some of the
details in this chapter are drawn.>3$.23





�





�





Walter Charles Penn 1870 – 1932  memories by a pupil





Article on Walter Charles Penn taken from ‘Growth of Muswell Hill’ by Jack Whitehead


From Jenny Forsythe   (great-granddaughter of Walter)








