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Getting an Education: 

Opportunities for Learning in and around North Paddington with a Focus 
on St. Mary Magdalene C of E  School 

The Early Days 1865 to 1926 
 
The Education Act 1870 
 
The 1870 Elementary Education Act was significant. The Act known also as 
the Forster Act showed commitment to addressing education on a national 
scale. In particular it aimed to educate the children from poor families. 
‘Elementary education was explicitly concerned with the education of the 
lower classes, the sons and daughters of working men’ [2:14]. There were 
already a variety of ways in which the children of the rich and middle 
classes were educated. However, there was a shameful number of poor 
children especially in the cities with no access to learning. The Act offered 
universal education for children aged 5 to 13 years. It had taken a lot of 
political wrangling and rows over previous decades before the act was 
passed in 1870. There had been resistance to mass education from some 
quarters for example the factory owners who would lose their cheap child 
labour and religious bodies who felt that education was not the business of 
the state. The House of Commons had debated a system of National 
Education as far back as 1833 but the motion had been withdrawn [12]. The 
1870 Act was the beginning of a universal educational system in this 
country and additional advancements followed in further Education Acts. 
The 1880 Act made education compulsory for all children aged 5 to 10 
years old and a further Act in 1891 meant no school fees were charged for 
elementary education. 
 
The Growth of Paddington  
 
Paddington in 1865 was developing quickly; the building of the canal (1801) 
and the Great Western Railway (1836) drew many people into the area. The 
necessity to accommodate the rapidly rising population was probably one 
cause for the building of poor quality and tightly packed housing including 
the area around the southside of the canal. In 1865 the population of the 
streets around where St Mary Magdalene’s church would eventually be 
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built was about 7,000 and most of these people were from the poorer 
classes [4:10].   
 
Prior to the 1870 Act most poor families were reliant on philanthropic or 
charitable organisations to assist in their children’s education e.g. dame 
schools, charity schools, ragged schools and Sunday schools. In 1795 only 
one Sunday school was recorded in the area [10]. The following are some of 
the earliest charitable schools known in the locality. 
 
Early local charitable schools [9]1 

❖ St Mary Charity school 1802 (a free school for poor children) at 
Paddington Green and rebuilt as a national school by 1822 

❖ Paddington Wharf Ragged school 1848 (by 1853 there was a nursery 
for working mothers). Closed by 1880 

❖ Ranelagh Road Mission School 1867 (building leased from Grand 
Junction Canal Company). It became a board school in 1878 and 
closed 1882  

 

 
Fig. 1 St Mary Church Paddington Green c 1905 associated with St Mary Charity school  

 
 

1 Much of the information in the bulleted lists of schools in this article come from ‘Historical notes of 
Westminster schools’ available from City of Westminster archives. It contains a useful list and potted 
history of Westminster schools including schools in Paddington area. The origins of the information on 
Paddington schools appears to come from The Victoria History of the County of Middlesex volume IX (See 
References). 
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However, there were many children who did not go to school for a range of 
reasons. There were not sufficient schools, families couldn’t afford to pay, 
or they needed the children at home or working. However, there was 
legislation restricting the number of hours children worked in factories and 
there was a growing recognition that the labouring class should be literate.  
 
Two societies that helped in providing more schools in the early 1800s for 
working class children was The British and Foreign School Society and  The 
National Society for Promoting the Education of the Poor.  The latter was 
set up in 1811 with the aim to have a school in every parish in England and 
Wales and its teaching was based on the Anglican faith. The schools 
became known as National schools and were affiliated to a local church and 
given the same name. The following list identifies some local National 
schools. 
 
Early local Paddington National schools built pre-1870 

❖ St John’s Kensal Green National school 1850 (eventually to be one 
of four schools in the newly built Queen’s Park Estate in 1880s) 

❖ Westbourne National school 1851 Great Western Road 
❖ St Stephens National school 1859 Westbourne Park Road 
❖ Trinity National school 1864 Westbourne Park Terrace moved to 

Harrow Road 1903 
❖ St Peter’s National school 1867 Chippenham Road (iron buildings 

at first –permanent school by 1872)  
❖ St Paul’s National school 1868 Waverley Road 
❖ St Mary Magdalene National school began in the temporary 

church in 1865 
 

Other local denominational schools built pre-1870  
❖ Harrow Road Vine Court RC 1867 (1907 named Our Lady of 

Dolours RC) and moved to Cirencester Street 1872 
❖ Paddington Bayswater Jewish School 1867 Westbourne Park Villas 

moved to Harrow Road 1879 as compensation by Great Western 
Railway Company Co. Moved to Lancaster Road 1930 
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St Mary Magdalene National school owes its origins to the church of St 
Mary Magdalene and its first vicar - the Reverend West. 
 
The first St Mary Magdalene School 1865 Clarendon Street2 
 
The Reverend Richard Temple West saw a need for a church in North 
Paddington, an area of deprivation which was seriously overcrowded. He 
not only wanted it to be a beautiful place for worship, ‘his mission also had 
a social dimension – to relieve the poverty and squalor of the area with 
essential services like schooling and social care and showing that the church 
was not divorced from the concerns of its people and could be a force for 
social justice’ [5].  
 
 

 
                                                                 Fig. 2 The Rev. West 

 
He found a site between the canal and Woodchester Street3 and while the 
church was being constructed, he acquired ‘an old building in Clarendon 
Street’ to be a temporary church [5]. In February 1865 the Little Temporary 
Church of St Mary Magdalene’s was opened for services ‘on the banks of 
the Grand Junction Canal’ [4] while the permanent church was being built. 

 
2 The road no longer exists. See Map (Appendix 1 ) 
3 See map ( appendix 1) 



P a g e  | 5 

 

Lorraine Singh October 2019 
 

A school was opened in the same building as the temporary church – in the 
basement. ‘It was a mixed school and comparatively small in number’ 
[4:11]. 

‘Those who were present that day often smile at the remembrance 
of the chaotic confusion of that first beginning, when the school was 
given into the hands of a Mistress, under whom it prospered and 
grew, so that on St Mary Magdalene’s Festival of that first year there 
were 280 children on the school books, necessitating and justifying 
the engagement of a master for the boys’ [ibid]. 

 
The girls’ school opened in May 1865 and the boys in August 1865.The 
subjects taught most likely would have been reading, writing, arithmetic 
and religion. At that time, schools were not free, and payment was often a 
penny or a few pence per week which is where the term penny schools 
originated although very poor families were not usually asked to pay. 
Churches probably financed their own schools with money from the 
offertories and donations and St Mary Magdalene church would have been 
no different. There are references in the church reports and in their 
newsletters about ‘making ends meet’ and about various fund-raising 
appeals.  
 
One of the earliest surviving logbooks4 from St Mary Magdalene’s school is 
from 1869 [14]. The first page contains the inscription ‘I, Catherine Butcher 
took charge of the above-named school [St Mary Magdalene’s Girls’ school] 
in February 1869’.  
 

 Some of the early St Mary Magdalene’s Logbooks 
 

 
4 The school logbooks are the main source of information about the day to day running of the schools.  
They include the timetable, visitors, staff absences, events, outings , school closures, scholarships and 
examinations and health of the children. 
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                                         Fig. 3 St Mary Magdalene School Logbook 1869 

 
 
Over the next few pages she describes the daily events – such as admitting 
new children, monitoring attendance, preparing children for examinations 
and receiving visitors (of which there were many and varied). For instance, 
on September 15th, 1870 a sanitary inspector visited from the Board of 
Health regarding the conditions of the school as fever was prevalent in the 
neighbourhood. Good sanitation and freedom from disease were just a few 
of the challenges that the headteacher would face.  There  was also 
ensuring children attended school, providing adequate space and light in 
the teaching rooms, and recruiting enough teachers. And of course, not to 
mention teaching children often with the ultimate goal of passing their 
examinations. 
 
 
Further Educational Initiatives from St Mary Magdalene’s Church  
 
As well as the challenges to the newly created St Mary Magdalene school, 
the Reverend West continued in his mission for social reform. When one 
looks at the many social initiatives set up in the area, it is clear that the 
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church played a central role in bringing education and social support to the 
community.  
 

 
Fig. 4 Tile in the new building Grand Junction 20195. The tile is based on a drawing by Martin 
Travers in 1923 ( see Fig. 15) and depicts the centrality of the church within the community. 

 
In those early days a lot of the good work was assisted by the Sisters from 
the Community of St Mary the Virgin (CSMV) in Wantage. Rev. West had 
appealed to Rev. Butler in Wantage for some of the sisters in St Mary’s 
Convent to come and support the church’s work in Paddington. He agreed 
and in 1871 the Sisters arrived, and they remained an integral part of the 
parochial work of St Mary Magdalene until 1944. 
 

 Fig. 5 The Wantage Sisterhood 
 
In the early 1870s, there were several teaching or training enterprises for 
children and adults in the area that were being developed under the 
supervision of St Mary Magdalene’s church. Some of these continued for 

 
5 Grand Junction stands between the church and the school 
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years while others for a short term only perhaps to address an urgent 
community need. There was a choir school (1870) for gentleman’s sons 
who paid £20 per annum for board and education. Under the same 
management as St Mary Magdalene’s school was a  temporary penny 
mixed school at the vicar’s home (1873). The records show a St Mary 
Magdalene Senior Street6 National school for girls in hired homes. Indeed, 
the Rev. West wrote in a letter that he had opened a school for girls at 29 
Senior Street7.  A day school for daughters of gentlemen was opened in a 
house in Westbury Road run by the Wantage Sisters. This would eventually 
become St Mary’s College for older girls which later also added a teacher 
training department [6]. 
 

 
                                   Fig. 6 A day school for girls run by the Wantage Sisters 

 
 
St Mary Magdalene’s church also held regular Sunday school classes, 
evening classes, clubs and interestingly opened a coffee stall for local 
cabmen. The latter was an initiative of the Wantage Sisters who hoped that 
coffee (and some Bible study) would stem their need for alcohol. 8 
Alcoholism was a serious problem amongst the poor with both males and 
females. The relentless miserable conditions many people found 
themselves in, some may say, was reason enough for their addiction. The 

 
6 See appendix 1 
7 See map (Appendix 1) 
8 The church newsletter of 1909 refers to a ‘St Mary Magdalene Coffee Shop’ and now 110 years later, in a 
remarkable coincidence, there stands another coffee shop by St Mary Magdalene’s Church. It is part of 
the new heritage centre Grand Junction. 
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parochial work at this time did focus greatly on the problem of drink and 
included temperance clubs, ‘support groups’ and coffee ‘drop ins’ to help 
people and many of these were organised and run by the Sisters of 
Wantage [6]. St Mary Magdalene’s Home was a mother and baby home in 
Ranelagh Road and the patron was William Gladstone. The Rev. West was a 
keen supporter of the Home and became official chaplain to the house. It 
was originally run by the council, but it was agreed that the Sisters would 
take over the running of the home from 1882. The mothers were given the 
opportunity to learn a trade such as sewing or laundry, so they could 
support themselves when they left the home. The home was moved in 
1918 to more suitable quarters in Stamford Hill [3]. 
 
Implementing the Education Act 1870  
 
Addressing the aims of the Act required serious organisation. The School 
Boards (newly formed) were to be the mechanism to bring about that 
reality by ensuring that there were enough schools for the children to 
attend and monitor that children went to school. In short, they had to 
count children, supply school places and build schools if necessary. The 
newly created schools were called ‘board schools’ and they were non-
denominational and funded by the local rates. In the thirty years of their 
existence the School Boards carried out a substantial building programme 
and they were renowned for their innovative architectural designs. One 
such design was the ‘three- decker’ school buildings with infants on ground 
floor, girls’ department on first floor and boys on the top floor. Space for 
building schools in London could be scarce, so as a consequence it was not 
unusual to find  playgrounds under the school or on the roof. The first 
board school in London opened in 1872 [2]. 
 
Board schools opened in local area after 1870 education Ac 
 
❖ D Street Board school 1877 (later known as Droop Street and becomes 

Queens Park Primary 1951). The ‘old boys’ from this school were the 
original Queen’s Park Rangers football team. 

❖ Amberley Road Board 1881 
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❖ Beethoven Street Board 1881 with first manual training place – 
woodwork classes began in 1885 in a shed in the playground. It became 
a Higher-Grade school by 1906  

❖ Campbell Street Board 1881 (later known as Paddington Green 1962) 
❖ Wilberforce 1889 (C of E and transferred to LCC 1929) 
❖ Kilburn Lane School 1884/5. It became a Higher-Grade School. Closed by 

1936. 
❖ Essendine Road Board 1898 (Iron buildings) became in 1900 Essendine 

Road board School. It was primary and secondary school until the senior 
boys left in 1958 and senior girls in 1962 when Sarah Siddons secondary 
opened for girls. 

 

 
Fig. 7 Essendine School provided by the London School Board c 1908 

 
No one would argue that the School Boards had a tough job on their hands. 
However, an unexpected advantage of the creation of the School Boards 
(who were locally elected) was that people ‘who were especially interested 
in education, but might not otherwise have entered local politics, were 
prepared to stand for election’ [2:16].  A further bonus was that women 
were able to stand for election.  Over the course of their life (some thirty 
years) the School Boards gained a good reputation in their relationship with 
schools and one reason most probably was because the people elected 
were truly interested in education reform.  
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London School Board 
 
A special note should be made of the London School Board (LSB) serving 
London schools including those in Paddington. The first LSB board 
contained 55 board members and had responsibility for around 400 schools 
[8]. The Board became well known for its innovativeness and leading the 
way in educational reform. What began as an idea from the LSB was often 
followed by other Boards. The LSB had to calculate how many school places 
were needed in London, open new schools if necessary and monitor all 
schools in their district both church and non-denominational schools. Two 
of the first Board members were the feminist Miss Emily Davies who 
pioneered for woman’s rights in education especially higher and university 
education and Dr Elizabeth Garrett the first Englishwoman to qualify as a 
doctor. Dr Garrett won a landslide victory in the elections in Marylebone. 
One can only imagine the lively discussions that probably took place in the 
School Board meetings. 
 

 
Fig. 8 The First London School Board  Painting by John Whitehead Walton 

 
Voluntary versus Board Schools 
 
After the Act, the distribution of funding for voluntary and board schools 
was found to be unequal. The voluntary schools (such as national schools 
like St Mary Magdalene’s ) were funded by government grants and the 
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newly created elementary board schools received funding from local rates. 
This resulted in voluntary schools getting less money, and it caused some 
rivalry and ill feeling. The Education Act 1904 would eventually bring some 
resolution to the financial problem. Nevertheless, many were opposed to 
the church being involved in education and believed schools should be 
without denomination. However, it was very clear that the education 
system could not have succeeded in the early days without the voluntary 
schools’ participation and it was not the intention of the act to dismiss 
them. ‘Board schools were designed to supplement, not to supplant the 
voluntary schools already in existence’ [ 1:75]. St Mary Magdalene school 
would have found themselves in middle of this political row and feeling the 
effect of insufficient school funding. It may have found itself in competition 
with the board schools being built around them.   
 
The amount of grant St Mary Magdalene’s received was dependent on 
attendance and examination. The following is account of an inspector’s visit 
in 1871 handwritten in the earliest school logbook. [14]  

‘The discipline of the department is very fair and so is the instruction 
of the girls who were examined. But they were 48 only in number 
whereas the average attendance for the past year amounts to 88. A 
larger proportion of those qualified for examination both in the boys 
and the girls must be presented next year to the inspector or a 
serious deduction may be made.’  

The school received from this visit £26 for attendance and £25 for 
examination. 
 
Possibly in a bid to help, some generous government funding for school 
building had been offered to the churches which resulted in more national 
schools being built. However, once built some churches found they 
struggled with the upkeep of the schools. As an example of costs in 1889 
the total expense of the St Mary Magdalene parochial schools was £2,360 
8s but only received a Government grant of £655 2s 4d [5]. 
 
Overall there was definitely an increase in the number of schools, after 
1870. This was achieved in several ways: building new schools (board and 
national) or requisitioning old buildings or creating temporary places until 
permanent schools could be built. Some children were housed in what was 
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known as iron schools (prefabricated buildings to replace temporary hired 
premises). Along with the new Board schools more National schools were 
built. 
  
Local National schools built from 1870 
 

 
Fig. 9 St Augustine’s National School C 1906 

 
❖ St Michaels National school 1870, Star Street, with a department for 

canal boat children. Star Street houses had been built (1820s) for the 
workers of the Grand Junction Canal and the school made provision 
for the children of canal workers. 

❖ St Saviours National school1871 
❖ St Augustine’s National school 1871 (by 1903 school had 2,400 pupils 

making it the largest elementary school in the area) 
❖ St Luke’s National school 1877 Fernhead Road 
❖ St Mary Magdalene’s Senior Street National school for Girls 

 
The LSB supports innovation in local education – Beethoven Street Board 
School 
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The LSB felt it was important to have a school in each corner of the newly 
built Queens Park Estate circa 1870s. St John’s Kensal Green National 
school was already there and so a further three were built: D Street in 
1877, Beethoven Street in 1881 and Kilburn Lane School in 1884 [13]. From 
the start, Beethoven Street School acquired a good reputation. It had good 
laboratories, and flourishing orchestra and attendance of over 700 pupils. 
 
The Paris Exhibition of 1878 confirmed what many had thought, that 
British manufacturing was being outclassed by goods from other countries 
in Europe. Recommendations were made to government that manual 
instruction (now known as design and technology) should be taught in 
elementary schools. Encouraged by the recommendations, the LSB 
supported the teaching of woodwork at Beethoven Street school – possibly 
the first school in the country to teach it.  The woodwork classes were held 
in a shed in the playground taught by the school keeper (a carpenter) and 
overseen by the well-respected headteacher. The school was making 
history, but the government refused to give them a grant. The issue drew 
international attention and finally the government backed down and by 
end of century all schools could receive grants for manual instruction. Later 
the LSB report from 1904 showed that the number of boys receiving 
instruction in manual training rose from over four thousand in 1893 to 
fifty-five thousand in 1903. [7:85] 
 

   
Fig. 10 Plaque placed in school hall commemorating the school’s perseverance in their 
endeavours  
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St Mary Magdalene School expands   
 
Within a short time, the number of children attending St Mary Magdalene’s 
school had more than doubled. Following the 1870 Act there were certain 
requirements that schools had to follow for example in staffing and space 
allowance for each child. For St Mary Magdalene space was an issue. In 
1871 ‘a new school room was built in time to meet the requirements of the 
new Education Bill …’ this was probably due to the LSB’s insistence on 
enough space for children and the reduced ratio of pupil to certified 
teacher. ‘At this time there were 700 children on the schoolbooks in our 
Schools under or soon to be placed under Government Inspection’ [4:23].  
 
The monitorial system had been favoured by schools whereby a large 
number of children were taught in one big space using older pupils to teach 
younger pupils. This was now discouraged as there was a move towards 
class instruction with teachers and pupil teachers in their own classrooms. 
School designs had to reflect the changes in pedagogy such as junior 
children being in separate girls’ and boys’ departments. Prior to the act, 
schools like St Mary Magdalene’s whose origins began within a church 
building may not have had sufficient space for teaching effectively. 
However, the school appeared to be keeping up with staffing as it was 
reported in the Telegraph Newspaper 1871 that St Mary Magdalene had 2 
masters, 4 mistresses, 5 pupil teachers and 4 monitors in their schools. [6]  
 
To give some indication of the scale of children coming through school 
gates, the St Mary Magdalene baptismal registers for the years 1865 to 
1890 (25 years) records 11,096 baptisms [4]. These numbers alone confirm 
there needed to be a robust school provision programme in the area. It 
appears there was, judging by the earlier lists in this article of the number 
of schools being developed in the area. St Mary Magdalene school also 
needed to consider ways to find more room for the large population of 
children requiring places. This was addressed over the next few years by 
acquiring new sites and extending the school. 
 
The school’s expansion process appears to be ad hoc and research was 
difficult to track when and who occupied the St Mary Magdalene school 
sites. It was easier to find out where the school buildings were located. 
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After the permanent church was completed in 1878, it appears that the 
temporary church (the Little Church) in Clarendon Street continued to be 
used for school room space. This was the original site of the first St Mary 
Magdalene school. Initially the rooms available for school were in the 
basement but as services moved to the permanent church, further school 
space was given in the Little Church. ‘When St Mary Magdalene church was 
completed a change passed over the Little Church, we love so much… 

Schools were built over what had represented our ‘nave’. The first school 
room beneath the church is now our infant school’ [4].  It is likely that the 
older children moved into the church space that was once the nave whilst 
the infants remained in the basement.  
 
Schools with not enough rooms (to conduct class teaching) were 
encouraged to divide up a single large room with curtains [2]. The school 
logbook reports that ‘a new “curtain” on poles has been placed in the 
upper school room to divide the classes. It has been placed in accordance 
with the suggestion of her “Majesty’s [Queen Victoria] Inspectors” at his 
last visit to the school in October 1893’ [14]. 
 
Sites for school rooms were procured and building undertaken where 
necessary.  The church bought a site on Cirencester Street9 circa 1879 to 
build a chapel and school rooms. Local history tells us that this was the 
same site on which Desborough House stood and the residence of Mrs 
Sarah Siddons from 1805 to 1817 [10].  A friend of Rev. West donated the 
money to enable him to buy the plot and built rooms for the Boys’ school 
and a chapel known as St Martha’s – probably completed around 1881. ‘It 
was purchased and rebuilt, thus giving large school rooms for boys and 
infants with a superstructure of a beautiful chapel dedicated under the 
name of S Martha’ [4:39].  
 
A new Girls’ school was built and opened in 1895 in Ranelagh Road10 in 
memory of Rev. West who had died in 1893 [5]. The school was sometimes 
known as the West Memorial school. This tall building was next door to St 
Mary Magdalene Home and close to the premises of the Mission and St 
Anne’s House (home to the Wantage Sisterhood).  According to school 

 
9 See appendix 1 
10 See appendix 1 
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records, in 1898 the Mistress of the Girls’ school (on Ranelagh Road) was 
Miss E Little and the Mistress of the Infants’ school in Cirencester Street 
was Miss Mary Black while the Boys school (now back in Clarendon Street)  
had the Master Mr Robert Pratt.  Ms Little went on to serve almost forty 
years in the school – it is recorded (quite precisely) as ‘39 ¼ years’ in the 
school logbook! She served from 9th January 1882 to 23rd March 1921 when 
one presumes, she retired. At the time of her leaving, she is recorded as 
Head of the Girls School in Ranelagh Road [14].  One hopes her long service 
was acknowledged and there was a big celebration party. 
 
       

         
 
Fig. 11 Pre1914  Woodchester  Street                   Fig.12 Post 1914 (new Infant school on the left) 

 
 
A decision was made in 1914 to build a brand-new Infants school in 
Woodchester Street which is where the present school still stands today. 
Several houses adjoining the church on Woodchester Street were 
demolished for the new infant school. An entry in the school logbook [14] 
for 21st July 1914 announces that the timetable for that day was not 
followed from 2.15pm to 3pm (again so precise) due to all classes singing 
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on the roof playground. They were rehearsing for the opening of the new 
infant school for the following day. That must have been an auditory 
delight for passers-by! 
 

 
               Fig. 13 Morris dancers on St Mary Magdalene roof playground 

 
The Education Act 1902: London County Council takes over from LSB 
 
Prior to the building of the new Infant School, the Education Act of 1902 
(this was extended to London in the Education (London) Act 1903) brought 
about a change in education administration. The School Boards were 
abolished and local education authorities (LEAs) took their place. The 
London School Board had hoped to be nominated as the London authority, 
but it lost out to the London County Council (LCC) which took over the 
responsibility for education from the LSB and remained in place until 1963. 
As everything was brought together under the LCC, there was a more 
‘joined up thinking approach’ to the various types of schools (e.g. board, 
church, technical, special and higher grade) [2:76]. The Act also offered 
more financial security for church schools if they complied with conditions 
concerning secular teaching.  
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Major areas addressed in the 1902 Act (and the following Education Acts of 
1906, 1907 and 1914) were the development of secondary schools and 
improving children’s health and welfare. Care for children was extended to 
those with special needs in the form of the Elementary Education Act (blind 
and deaf children) 1893 and the Elementary Education Act (defective and 
epileptic children) 1899, and it continued with further Acts in 1913 and 
1914. 11  
 
Separate provision for children with special needs in Paddington 1900s  

❖ Franklin Delano Roosevelt, Essendine Road for physically disabled 
1901 

❖ The Moberley 1903 children with mental disabilities 
❖ Kensal House Open air school 553 Harrow Road 1911 to 1930 was 

the first open air school for children suffering from tuberculosis.  
❖ Maryfields Bravington Road school 1925 children with mental 

disabilities 
❖ John Aird, Amberley Road school for partially sighted 1925 

 
The Development of Secondary Education 
 
A secondary education system was emerging.  Secondary schooling was still 
regarded as something for the middle classes at this time. The school 
leaving age was 12 but many children and their families wanted them to 
stay on at school. There was some assistance in giving scholarships for 
working class children to go to grammar schools. The London School Board 
had developed the higher-grade schools for the oldest and ablest pupils, 
and they had been funded by the Science and Art Department. Alongside 
them, the TEB provided scholarships to go to secondary and technical 
colleges. Some of the elementary schools had added a senior department. 
There was a need for greater cohesion and the LCC made attempts to 
address the situation by integrating the different options. This was just the 
beginning and it would take a great deal more years to see secondary 
schools develop as we know them today. The new local authorities were 
empowered by the 1902 Act to subsidise ‘education other than elementary’ 
out of the rates.  
 

 
11 The original language from the reports 
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The range of post elementary schools in the locality 
❖ Kilburn Lane school became Higher Grade school 1906 
❖ Beethoven Street school became Higher Grade school 1906 
❖ Amberley Road school developed a senior department – later 

renamed Kemble school in 1951 
❖ Essendine had secondary department until 1958 
❖ Paddington and Maida Vale High School 1890 at 129 Elgin Avenue 

and became County School for Girls in 1913 
❖ Kilburn Lane Central school with senior boys and girls (renamed 

North Paddington central schools by 1932)  
❖ St Mary’s College (begun by the CSMV) was aided by the London 

County Council as a girls’ secondary school 
❖ 1915 Edward Wilson (called Senior Street Council school) renamed by 

1951 and had a secondary department until the 1930s  
 

 
The LCC took over 521 Board schools attended by 485,000 pupils and 438 
voluntary schools attended by 175,000 pupils [2]. The numbers showed the 
voluntary schools (like St Mary Magdalene) were smaller but it was also 
found they were less well housed. The LCC carried out a survey of school 
buildings and instruction. A number of schools were condemned (314 
because of their drains) [2]and others threatened with closure unless they 
improved their buildings rapidly. St Mary Magdalene’s 1907 inspection 
report was critical of the premises and urged the school to make health and 
safety improvements. It commented that there was only one staircase to 
access the upper department and the lack of light was detrimental to 
health. It was around this time that St Mary Magdalene school made the 
decision to build a new Infant building.  
 
The Health and Welfare of the Children of Paddington 
 
Concern about health of the children was exemplified in the 1902 Act. LEAs 
were now required to provide medical inspections of children in 
elementary schools. A school medical service was formed.  In general, 
children were found to be suffering from malnutrition, ear, nose, eye and 
throat infections, skin complaints. The St Mary Magdalene school logbooks 
[14] show a series of measles and influenza outbreaks (1917) and the 1907 
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St Mary Magdalene school inspection notes that children had sore eyes and 
weak sight. The open-air movement based on schools in Germany gained 
momentum and an open-air school opened in Kensal House (Harrow Road) 
for patients with pulmonary tuberculosis. It was believed that fresh air, 
sunlight and good food along with lessons provided a successful return to 
ordinary school or employment. The average duration spent in an open-air 
school for eighteen months. There were also open-air camp schools 
available to children from Paddington and time was spent by pupils from St 
Mary Magdalene’s at the King’s Canadian School, Bushey. 
 
The Provision of school meals act of 1906 meant that LEAS could run a 
school meals service. In 1909 St Mary Magdalene’s Church newsletter gave 
detail on the meals provided to children in the locality – not only children at 
St Mary Magdalene schools but other local schools. The highest number of 
children fed in any one day was 287. The newsletter described receiving 
funding from the Children’s Care Committee but nevertheless a great deal 
of responsibility and day to day organisation fell on the shoulders of 
teachers and staff and church workers as well as the Wantage Sisters who 
were key coordinators. There was a delay in the opening of St Martha’s Hall 
Centre and in the meantime, meals were provided for at St Mary 
Magdalene’s Coffee Shop.  
 
St Mary Magdalene Schools 1900s 
 
Financing the St Mary Magdalene church schools was always of prime 
concern for the church. The church newsletter of 1902 expresses some 
disappointment in not reaching a goal of £500 (it reached £300) and being 
somewhat critical of the members of the congregation and parishioners. 
The newsletter offered ways for them to help the fund and reminding 
readers “where there’s the will there’s a way”! ‘If all the people helped to 
make the schools a success, it would lift a burden of responsibility from the 
Vicar’s shoulders. By 1903 there were three sites for St Mary Magdalene 
schools: the school in Cirencester Street (for 445 pupils); in Clarendon 
Street (for 382 pupils) and in Ranelagh Road (for 286 pupils). This is a total 
of 1,113 children. With so many children on the registers, the school had to 
be careful not to jeopardize their grants. The following extract is from the 
school’s LCC HMI report September 1904: 
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‘The average attendance of the Girls’ and Infants’ schools must not 
be allowed to exceed 286 and 445 i.e. the number for which the 
departments are respectively recognised, or a deduction may be 
made from next year’s grant (See Article 19 of the Code)’. [5] 

 
Financial worries aside, the children of Paddington did get some treats 
including attending coronation parties. What is amazing about the two 
fetes described below (one in 1902 and one in 1911) is the sheer number of 
school children attending and the organisation that must have been 
needed to get them to central point on the day!  
 
There were 29 schools (some 22,000 children) that took part in the 
Paddington Children’s Coronation Fete held in 1902 for Edward V11 and 
Queen Alexander. This included 809 pupils from St Mary Magdalene’s 
schools.  
 
The Paddington Children’s Coronation Fete for George V and Queen Mary 
took place on 27th June 1911 culminating with 13,000 children arriving at 
the Paddington Recreation Ground known locally as ‘Paddington Rec’. The 
processions had started from three different places, Kilburn Lane school, 
Paddington Town Hall (since then demolished to make way for the 
Westway) and St Michael’s Star Street [11]. Children’s highlights from the 
day surely must have included the daylight fireworks, acrobatic 
performances, and being given ginger beer to drink from their souvenir 
coronation beakers.  
 

 
Fig. 14 1911 Paddington Rec 
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It appears that the staff of St Mary Magdalene School took the LCC’s health 
and welfare recommendations seriously and ensured children had more 
opportunities for outdoor activities. The LCC HMI reports of 1907 and 
191112 give some interesting examples (although some rather poignant) of 
outings and extra-curricular activities offered to the children at St Mary 
Magdalene’s. See the following points from the reports: 
 

▪ ‘A beginning has been made in playing games out of school 
hours, but only a few boys can take part at present…. many of 
the elder boys are employed for long hours out of school’. 

▪ ‘I understand that there is a possibility of obtaining the use of a 
piece of ground for lessons in gardening’.  

▪ The inspection of 1911 reports gardening lessons are taking 
place and the services of the Manual Training Centre have 
been enlisted to provide a tool shed and gardening appliances. 

▪ ‘The course of the Domestic training adopted in the case of the 
elder girls appears to be very practical. Some of these girls 
have never attended at the Cookery Centre, and the reason 
seems to be that their boots are not in repair for walking the 
distance’. 

▪ The LCC encouraged teachers to take older boys on 
educational outings. 25 boys from St Mary Magdalene on 5th 
June 1908 went to Mr Ellett’s poultry farm in New Southgate. 
It was reported that many of the boys are keen fanciers13 in a 
small way in their own backyard and enjoyed the visit. 

▪ ‘The school camp at Dymchurch which has been conducted for 
the last two summers under Article 44 has had an excellent 
effect on the boys who went and has set a tone and interest 
throughout the rest of the school in the direction of country 
life’.  

 
1914 to 1926 
 

 
12 The LCC report from 1911 was a special report concerning only schools attended by very poor children. 
St Mary Magdalene was one such school. Reports available from LMA 
13 A connoisseur or enthusiast of something – in this case birds perhaps pigeons 
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The First World War had had a devastating impact on the country including 
the tragic loss and maiming of so many young men. There were many 
children who lost their fathers during the war and half of London’s male 
teachers (6,000) had left the profession to fight for their country. Life in the 
city must have been very scary during the war. The school logbook recounts 
children being kept away from school… October 1st, 1917: ‘Attendance very 
poor owing to the children being upset by the London Air Raids of the last 
three nights, Friday, Saturday and Sunday. Several parents sent notes and 
messages to say they had sent their children to the country on this 
account’. 
  
The 1918 Education Act set out to improve standards in schools. Most of 
the financial burden went to central government rather than local 
authorities. Many of the educational innovations could not be done due to 
economic situation and 1920s depression. In a few short years the 
Education Act of 1921 consolidated laws and raised the school leaving age 
to 14. 
 
The LCC HMI Report of St Mary Magdalene in October 1926 reveals in its 
summary a thought-provoking description of the children’s living conditions 
and what the school offers to alleviate them. [5] 

‘The Clarendon Street area is one of the most depressing in the 
whole of London. In Clarendon Street itself there are 118 houses, 16 
of which are fitted and used as shops and it is estimated that they 
house a population of well over 2,000 people. Most of the boys come 
from very poor overcrowded homes. Indeed, of the 159 families 
represented in the school, 55 live in basements while only 13 occupy 
more than two rooms.’  

The report goes on to recount the work the school does in the social effort 
in the Clarendon area.  

‘There is a successful penny bank, children supplied with clothing 
(jumpers and boots), spectacles and hot free meals and opportunities 
for school journeys and short holidays by the sea or the country. To 
sum up the school is in good condition, the social work is excellent, 
the boys are well behaved, and the members of staff work very hard 
and devotedly.’ 
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Conclusion  
 
There surely can’t be many schools that have had multiple sites over the 
course of their history, but St Mary Magdalene School is one such school. A 
useful reference for locating all the St Mary Magdalene schools and other 
associated church buildings is the Martin Travers map /drawing from 1923 
showing the streets and buildings between the canal and the Harrow Road. 
As many of the roads and streets do not exist now due to the development 
of the Warwick estate, the map by Travers helps people locate some places 
long gone. It shows the Boys’ school situated in Clarendon Street and the 
Infants’ school in Woodchester Street and the Girls’ school in Ranelagh 
Road. Eventually two sites were closed and demolished leaving just the 
Infants’ school in Rowington Close, Woodchester Street which went on to 
be the sole site of St Mary Magdalene C of E Primary School. The charming 
map by Travers showing children playing in the streets and horse drawn 
barges on the canal has been a popular image over the years and featured 
on the front cover of many church leaflets and newsletters. There is also a 
framed copy of the map in one of the offices at the school. 
 

 
                                          Fig. 15 Martin Travers map  1923 

 
 
What started nationally in 1870 as a prime aim in providing schooling for 
the poorer children was developing into a complex, wide reaching and 
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comprehensive education system by 1926. For the Paddington area, thanks 
are due to people like the Rev. West and the Wantage Sisterhood and 
charitable organisations, and the London School Board for their initiatives 
and the London County Council for the cohesion from elementary school to 
secondary school and beyond. There was still a long way to go. The growing 
recognition of the need for entitlement and equality in education would 
take more time. Educational innovators, trail blazers and social reformers 
are still needed today just as they were ‘back then’, when Rev West 
visualised the first St Mary Magdalene school on ‘the banks of the Grand 
Junction Canal’. 
 
By Lorraine Singh 
Heritage Pioneer St. Mary Mags Project  
October 2019 
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Appendix  1 
Map of local area circa 1890s 
 
 
 

 
 
Map to show location of roads and streets mentioned in the article 
Clarendon Street 
Woodchester Street 
Cirencester Street 
Senior Street 
Ranelagh Road 

 


