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The School (& its flagpole?)  in 1939…. 

….and the first 7 lines of the Headmaster’s Log Book: 
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Welcome back to Hillside School! 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This document was prepared in October, 2014 by 
Keith Newson 

(7 Lings Coppice, SE21 8SY; kip.newson@gmail.com ) 

from material presented, given or lent to him 

by ex-colleagues and former pupils, 

for the 75th Anniversary of the opening of the School 

(in September, 1939). 
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Mr P D Gernat, B.A.  Headmaster:  Sept, 1939 to Apr, 1961 
 

Dennis Gernat initiated the first (and only) official Hillside School ‘Log Book’ by writing this, on 

page number 1: 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
All the log-book pages in this hard-bound volume were already numbered, but there was also an 

alphabetical Index, which Mr Gernat decided (at first, anyway: he didn’t keep this up for very 

long!) to use to list all members of staff with their details, starting by making this entry for himself, 

under G:  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
So, he was then nearly 40, trained in Cheltenham and putting down his teaching qualification (a 

Training Certificate, from a Church Training College in Cheltenham) before his Honours B.A. in 

Geography, because he gained that degree by working in the evenings at Birkbeck College, London, 

whilst he was already teaching in an elementary school. He was already the Headmaster at the only 

County Council  school  in Boreham Wood,  which was known locally as  Furzehill School,  an 

‘elementary school’ for children from 5 to 14.  When the Herts L.E.A. decided to build one of their 

 

 

Only 4 Head Teachers in 61 years!  -  ABOUT the first one (1939-61) 

3. 



 

 earliest non-grammar County secondary schools (in anticipation of the London County Council 

building one or two of their large estates of ‘council houses’ in and for Hertfordshire), the plan was 

to begin by moving the top three years from the elementary to the secondary school, and 

transferring nine or ten of the Furzehill   teachers with them. Gernat applied for, and got, the post of 

Headmaster of what he called the ‘County Senior School’ on Hillside Avenue; but as he had written 

in the new ‘Log Book’, other arrangements were delayed by the declaration of war!  
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    The “Caretaker’s Room” mentioned was in the cellars under the western end of the class-room block, with 

the boiler room and the coal-cellar. Other ground floor areas were turned into shelters with sandbags to 

make blast-protection walls. The Log shows us that the teachers and the non-teaching staff (cleaners 

and kitchen staff), were recruited as ‘volunteers’ for this and other “air-raid precautions” (‘A.R.P.’), 

such as fixing black-out, etc. to the windows, and patrolling the buildings, and the loft spaces, 

during the air-raids. Most of the local air-raid warnings came later, in 1940 and ’41, but the Log 

recorded these in detail, not because Gernat was reporting any war-damage (still less any war 

casualties), but because he felt he had to keep a record of pupils’ attendance (and non-attendance), 

as well as of every staff absence (for whatever reason).  The Log Book is certainly not a vivid 

social history of wartime Boreham Wood!   
    Kept by Gernat with the Log Book, was an interesting 

11-page document, compiled two years after the war in 

1947,  with this title: …… 

   The opening paragraphs of this HMI Report look back 

to the start of Mr Gernat’s second Headship, (some 8 

years earlier), in that “difficult” time when Britain found 

itself at war with Germany. Thus this 1947 Report begins 

with the Inspectors’ comments on the difficulties the 

Head and this School had faced during the war: 
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The school buildings remained substantially the same in 1947, although this HMI Report points out 

that the playing field “….under the 1944 Education Act, will need to be extended to 17 acres.”   

The Report described the buildings thus:  

 

 

  

 

 

 

However, with 407 pupils (203 boys & 204 girls) on roll by October 1947, additional ‘temporary’ 

accommodation (for both teaching and cooking & serving school meals) had by then been provided.  

The Inspectors recognized that this was a real challenge: 

 

 

 

 

 

These were the ‘HoRSA” huts - Huts for the Raising of the Leaving Age, from age 14 to 15. But 

Mr Gernat’s logbook entries are mainly about staff attendance (or absences), with some references 

to fund-raising (particularly for the war effort – for national savings, war weapons weeks, the Red 

Cross, or on Empire Days). There were references to fuel shortages in the particularly cold winters, 

but he recorded these because they meant sending some pupils home. There was probably a separate 

‘Punishment Book’, but this has not survived. Gernat did record in the Log Book any of the more 

serious accidents to pupils, but he wrote little or nothing about the organization of the curriculum, 

the timetable, or the balance of courses in English, maths, sciences and craft skills, with PE and 

games, or other recreational or extra-curricular activities (drama, art, music, dance, etc).  Individual 

pupils seem to be named only when they secure places on technical or commercial courses, usually 

in Watford, at age 14 or 15.  Occasionally a visiting School Manager wrote a comment in the log, 

recording general, usually favourable, impressions about the children’s good manners, or (more 

critically) the state of buildings or equipment. At this stage, the “Managers” (unlike the later 

Governors) had a general responsibility for a group of schools. Otherwise the Head was 

accountable, day to day, to the County Education Department, who took responsibility for building 

maintenance, and allocated funds for books, equipment, etc, and paid the staff. Only very rarely, did 

the Head receive such visiting H.M.Inspectors from the Education Ministry. 
 

   Thus it is from that 1947 HMI Report that we know that Mr Gernat was then working closely with 

the ‘feeder schools’ and that the 11+ children were “divided into three classes – A (above average), 

B (average), C (below average”; and that there was a fourth “Adjustment Class, which caters for 

children who are very backward”. This ‘Adjustment Class’ contained “28 pupils of varying ages” 

who were “very backward indeed, but are taught in an enlightened, understanding and sympathetic 

manner by an assistant master who has attended a special course on the Education of Backward 

Children.” We also see that (in 1947) “There is no segregation of the sexes until the children reach 

the third year” (i.e. at age 13+):  then the girls were segregated in separate classes from boys. The 

HMIs were not happy with this arrangement! They were also concerned that all the teachers, with 

the exception of two science teachers, were non-specialists, and taught subjects as various as 

English, Mathematics, History, Geography, R.I., gardening, art & craft, needlework and music 

(which was mainly choral singing, not involving instruments or even much appreciation of recorded 

music), and games and physical education (with apparatus).  But the HMIs did finally conclude that 

(in October 1947) the school was “above the average”; and that, as a result of the Head’s discipline 

and “pleasant control, ably backed by his staff ”,  “…..the children behave in a friendly, orderly 

manner”, and that “They respect the presence of older persons, meet them naturally and politely, 

and generally behave in a community spirit and in an unselfish manner.” 

   Although neither the Log Book nor the HMI Report is a broad and more personal view of the 

school and its Head in the 1940s & 50s, we can turn to other, more anecdotal evidence from 

Gernat’s colleagues at that time.   Janet Clark was teaching in East Barnet  in the days before 1965,  
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when she was appointed Head of Campions School (the third of 5 mixed secondary moderns 

schools that were opened in the town - and she the only woman Head!).  She describes her first 

encounter with Mr Gernat: 

“The first time I visited Hillside, the girls in the visiting netball team I was supervising were under 

strict orders to make no sound as we walked from the main entrance along the corridor past Mr 

Gernat’s room. His reputation throughout the area was of a martinet. Only years later when I was 

Head of Campions did he and I compare our early impressions: he had been given to understand 

that I was a battleaxe!   In East Barnet we thought of Boreham Wood as a rough place and Hillside 

as a rough school.   A local councillor had applied for a place for her daughter at our girls’ school, 

as she had no wish for her to attend Hillside, a co-educational school. The opportunity for her to 

apply for a place in a single sex school meant that that request would be granted.”  This must have 

been in the early 1950s. Later in her account of local schools, Mrs Clark wrote:   

“Dennis Gernat may himself have been a pupil at a local school. I understood that he started his 

career as a pupil teacher at Medburn……Within a short time of the opening [of Hillside], Mr 

Gernat was having to rely on a staff made up mainly of women. There were, I believe, two men 

apart from Mr Gernat.  Was Miss Blythe the original Deputy Head? Mr Gernat once described her 

as ‘my senior mistress’. Mr Gernat had the advantage of knowing and being known by the local 

families. But children from the Welsh families still needed time and discipline to enable them to 

settle. It was not surprising that it took time and strong leadership to establish Hillside.” 

   There were 5 men and 5 women on the Staff list (on p.1 of the Log) on 4
th

 September, 1939, but 

soon after that several of the men would have been taken away for war-work, or would have 

enlisted into the armed forces.  Janet’s reference to “Welsh families” dates back to the pre-war post-

depression days, when unemployed miners were being offered a house and a new start in 

Borehamwood.  But these challenges, of teaching children from ‘problem families’, continued after 

the War, when the new LCC housing estates began to fill up with people from inner London.  She 

writes: “In 1948 the school leaving age was raised to 15, adding yet more pressure on staffing and 

accommodation; Hillside, as the only secondary school, had to cope with ever increasing numbers, 

and I believe there were, at its peak, 750 pupils on roll. …. and (about the late 1950s and early 60s) 

she wrote “I had the impression at the time that Hillside, like other secondary modern schools, 

offered pupils who stayed on beyond the school leaving age the experience of studying for external 

examinations, such as the College of Preceptors or the R.S.A. Were their commercial courses 

introduced when the leaving age was raised in 1948?”. The Log-book in these later years does 

begin to record the building of extra (and better equipped) class-rooms, workshops, and 

laboratories. Gernat also recorded the setting up of those in-school examination courses, aimed at 

encouraging pupils to stay on voluntarily to gain better qualifications. He was also recruiting better 

qualified specialist staff: Mr Harpham in 1951, Doug Harwood and Don Angood (Geography) in 

1953, Wladis Kuzian (Mathematician, some time before 1958); and in 1959 G.C.E. O level passes 

were first recorded (Jeffrey Bliss gained 5 passes, 12 others fewer – but no credits or distinctions 

mentioned yet). Some specialist staff had better paid ‘graded posts’; and in 1960 Diane Manser was 

appointed as a Domestic Science teacher, and Joan Ramsden (Art and Crafts) was appointed in 

June, and Beryl Radbourne (Needlework, etc) in September 1960. Dennis Gernat retired in April 

1961, handing on to Bert Smith a secondary school that was almost ready to set up its own 6
th

 Form.  

    Both of these Heads relied heavily on the support of their two deputies, Miss Blythe and Mr 

O’Keefe. Both deputies stayed on after Bert Smith had retired, and then remained in post after I 

took over, in January 1970. They were both very useful to me during my first 18 months as Head, 

because they knew the pupils, their siblings and parents, and knew all the Hertfordshire and other 

local educational and social support services. 

     By the end of Mr Gernat’s time as Head, Mr O’Keefe (often known by his initials, as “JJ”) was 

definitely confirmed as Senior Master and Miss Blythe (always known by that name) as Deputy 

Headmistress, and they were jointly responsible for formal punishments (as of course the Head 

was).  Their details had been entered in the Index of Staff in the log-book, O’Keefe under O:  

     

 

 

 

 

 

Sadly, we 

haven’t  

found a 

photo of  

Mr J J 

O’Keefe. 
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     Miss Blythe’s later entry (in 1941) was under B: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Thora Blythe (always called Miss Blythe - never Thora), had taught at Furzehill (with Dennis 

Gernat), but came up to join him at Hillside in September 1941. Later she was formally recognized 

as Deputy Headmistress, with particular responsibility for the girls; John J.O’Keefe (‘JJ’) was later 

Senior Master and taught general science and PE & Games;  he had been on Gernat’s 1939 list of 

Hillside staff. Both deputies were occasionally administering “regular punishment” (with a cane).       

    With the School Log Book, we found a copy of this circular letter from the N.U.T., dated October 

1938:      

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

  At the top of this letter was 

scrawled ‘P.D.Gernat’.  The 

Union’s ‘Law Committee’ 

would have advised on any 

legal cases against its N.U.T. 

members.  There must surely 

have been a school “Punish-

ment Book” (separate from the 

Log Book), but this has not 

survived, so just how frequent-

ly the cane was used at any 

period is known only from 

unreliable anecdotal evidence.   

     In 1938 “regular corporal 

punishment” was very widely 

used in schools; the campaign 

to outlaw all such punishment 

in all schools was only just 

beginning.  
    

     But for pupils like Keith 

Kiff, in 1944 - who left school 

as soon as they were 14, and 

hoped to find paid work - a 

Leaver’s Certificate, with the 
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words “A trustworthy willing boy of good record at school for work and character” and “ first 

grade”, or having “excellent” for conduct, reliability, punctuality, appearance and so on – was 

really much more important – even more so, perhaps, than gaining a ‘first grade’ in both 

Arithmetic and Geography?  Surely pupils like Keith Kiff avoided getting caught breaking the 

rules if at all possible? 
    

      More rebellious boys than Keith might have thought an escapade worth a caning, if they 

believed what they had been assured, that this would then remove the stain on their record!  But 

whether any corporal punishment did in practice teach them to change their own attitudes and 

behaviour is an open question.  
 

     We cannot be certain why Miss Blythe had remained as a 

teacher at Furzehill (the J.M.&I. school), in 1939-41, and then 

transferred to the new Hillside Senior School, two years later 

than Mr O’Keefe. They were both class teachers (and not 

specialists), though JJ taught PE, Geography & Science. But the 

Log Book confirms that it was Miss Blythe who was in charge if 

Gernat was away, or ill.  Both Deputies were responsible for 

discipline, of the boys and girls respectively (under Gernat), and 

then under his successor, Bert Smith.  In 1969, when Smith 

suddenly decided to apply for the headship of Mount Grace (and 

got the job), and when I applied for his job at Hillside, it was too 

late for me to resign from my post before Christmas;  so Miss 

Blythe was Acting Head of Hillside for that Autumn Term, 1969  

-  and she took that responsibility in her stride!  

     In this 1970 photo (right), Miss Blythe and I were on the 

Hall stage, where she (as usual)  had her own stall at the annual 

‘Harvest Sale’ for Save the Children Fund.  It was the beginning 

of her last school year as Deputy Headmistress:  she was nearing 

the end of her 32 years at Hillside.   She was talking to me about 

the pupils she knew so well, who were all busy raising money for kids less fortunate than 

themselves. She genuinely cared about all those 11 to 17-year-old boys and girls, and about the 

school and the wider community in which they should have their rightful place.  No doubt that 

was the secret of her discipline:  it was based on respect, not on fear of punishment.  

    That the school already, by then, had a fine history of fund-raising for good causes - which 

had started way back during the war with National Savings, War Weapons Week, and The Red 

Cross - was also down to her!  Of course we would have to move the school on after Miss Blythe 

(and John O’Keefe) retired; but I knew it was vital to the spirit of Hillside School that such 

traditions should also be carried on. 

 

 

 

 

A Footnote: ‘Regular’ (though not frequent) punishment with a cane did continue 

throughout Mr Gernat’s and Mr Smith’s time;  it was then last used at Hillside in 1981 

(when Julian Marcus was my Deputy Head). It was finally and formally abolished (and 

this was published in the School Prospectus) as late as 1985.   

     Throughout my 31 years of teaching, I never used the cane, or used or threatened any 

form of corporal punishment.  In U.K. state-run schools, corporal punishment was 

finally outlawed by Parliament with effect from 1987 (the year I retired). 

   

 

   

K.N., Sept., 2014 
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