
I had worked with Deborah Gundle in
nominating and preparing students for the trip
to Namibia that she ran (in 2002) to encourage
team building and self confidence skills in
disadvantaged and handicapped young people.  

She knew of my circumstances and
encouraged me to start a new charity to help
those young people who needed support.

Deborah has held posts at
Macmillan Publishers & the
Commonwealth Institute and
been the director of a
manufacturing company
specialising in beauty
p roducts. More recently she
was the producer of a
documentary for Channel 4 about the trip to
Namibia. Deborah is married with 3 childre n .

The most obvious pro b l e m
faced was that of finding
p remises. I approached Revd
Nick George, Parish Priest of
St Giles in Camberwell and he
a g reed to let me have the use
of a couple of rooms within
the church hall.

Formal teaching began in these loaned
p remises just after Easter, in 2003. The pro j e c t

The First Days 
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was born but still had no name, the idea for
which was to come shortly afterwards, partly
f rom a flash of inspiration, partly from the
R e v e re n d G e o r g e ’s advice and partly from a
wish to express the positive aims of my pro j e c t .

We had to move very swiftly on two diff e re n t
f ronts: gathering a group of people whose
i n t e rests, experience and energy would be
invaluable as trustees of the charity; and gaining
a c c reditation as a recognised City and Guilds
Examination Centre.  

Our initial board consisted of:
Deborah Gundle, who has experience in
working with charities, 
R e v e rend Nick George, parish priest of St Giles
C h u rch, Camberwell
Angela Lascelles, an investment manager in 
the City 
Thomas Quinton, barrister practising in criminal
and public law
Laura Mawson my daughter, a medical student. 

In addition, throughout all of the pro c e s s e s
needed to establish YESS and in so much of
our work in the last year, we are also indebted
to the invaluable round-the-clock support of
Anthony Owen, our solicitor and legal advisor.

An application was made to register YESS as a
City & Guilds examination centre and having a
very good track re c o rd with the City & Guilds
organisation as an approved examiner, I was
able to effect swift re g i s t r a t i o n .

We were there f o re able to ensure, on a day-to-
day basis, that the young people coming to
YESS were working towards gaining re s p e c t e d
qualifications. I believe very strongly that young
people need focus and goals, and that, without
academic qualifications, they are at a very gre a t
disadvantage. Whilst the approach at YESS is

“YESS has demonstrated that it has been able
to enrich the lives of a number marginalized
young people. It has done so in a way that will
have significant and positive long term
ramifications in terms of the quality of life,
aspiration and opportunities available to its
students as they progress throughout their lives.
YESS staff are a dedicated team who
successfully work with their students opening
the door to a meaningful future.” 
Deborah Gundle



g e a red towards helping the ‘whole person’ with
re g a rd to their specific circumstances and
p roblems, studying for recognised qualifications
is a major tenet of the YESS philosophy.  

Critics might be inclined to think that obtaining
any sort of academic distinction is beyond the
scope of the young people we see at YESS.
Nothing could be further from the truth. I have
seen on countless occasions, young people
who have left school with absolutely no
qualifications to their name. Yet with
a p p ropriate, sympathetic and positive guidance,
they can achieve GCSE standards in six to
eight months.

In those first few months, I was assisted
immeasurably by a number of volunteers.
Simon Lascelles, a graduate student waiting to
begin his BSc in Medicine came in every day to
assist with teaching. My daughter, Laura
Mawson, also assisted and brought many
friends with her to help in a variety of ways.
This has already proven to be of enormous
benefit to the students at YESS  as they had
the opportunity to be taught by and interact
with people relatively close to them in age, but
f rom a very diff e rent social background. Both

g roups described the experience as positive
and eye-opening!

The combined efforts of our volunteers were
absolutely invaluable. Lucy, a medical student
v o l u n t e e r, gave four of our students violin
lessons. These were very popular classes.
Many of the other medical students who came
to help simply gave valuable one-to-one
support in Maths and English. We were also
fortunate to have part-time help from Oscar
Mpetha, a gifted Numeracy teacher, which
continued until July of that year.  

As the numbers of young people attending
YESS on a daily basis increased, it became
clear that our premises, although much
a p p reciated, were no longer adequate. 

“Since arriving at YESS I have been
overwhelmed by how important such centres are
to the community. Despite the centre still being
in its infancy it already provides many services
to anyone who walks through their doors.
Immersed in a background of obvious warmth,
Mina and her staff have striven to provide
education as their main goal in order to improve
the lives of their students. I have also been
overwhelmed by the students themselves. Far
from being an unruly bunch of school ‘misfits’, 
a misconception I’m ashamed to admit I had,
they are in general hard-working with a strong
sense of what they want to achieve in the
future. YESS is a place where students can work
without embarrassment or the distractions of
unruly situations – a
situation Mina will not
tolerate!” 
Simon Lascelles, 
Medical student,
volunteer at YESS



Luckily the Reverend George introduced us to
one of our local councillors, Aubyn Graham,
who off e red us the use of a
room above the Carrib Centre ,
on Benhill Road. Very quickly,
we ‘spilled over’ into the whole
of the upstairs area and for the
time being, these remain our
p remises.  

We are now urgently looking at the possibility of
moving to larger premises, as it is incre a s i n g l y
d i fficult to accommodate the numbers of young
people using YESS on a daily basis.

We owe a debt of gratitude to the Carrib
C e n t re, who have allowed us to use our
p resent premises virtually re n t - f ree for nine
months. I am sure it was not Councillor
G r a h a m ’s intention that we should occupy the
whole of the upstairs premises. However, when
he re t u rned after 6 weeks and saw the sheer
energy and enthusiasm of the young people
using the facilities, he very kindly allowed us to
carry on. It is precisely this sort of faith and
g e n e rosity that we have depended upon for our
successes to date.

YESS dancers enjoying the rest of the
performers at the Camberwell Green Olympic
To rch Runners Celebrations

YESS performers



Courtney getting the treatment before
his interview

Laura, Rhys and Rachel celebrating the
w e d d i n g

Olympic To rch Run Camberwell Sara Jade on stage

P reparing for the concertDiscussing YESS-the future with Dan, our Tr u s t e e


