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Prologue


‘Skools are not what they were in my day. Boys are no longer cruel to each other and the masters are friends.’

Geoffrey Willans, How to be Topp, 1954



I had a feeling I couldn’t immediately place. I wanted to go out but wasn’t allowed, except in strict measures of time. Shelves were emptying at the nearest supermarket, and instead of fresh fruit and vegetables I was eating British comfort food – sausages and mash, pie and beans. My freedom to make decisions like an adult was limited. I had homework I didn’t want to do – a novel not going well – and I was lonely. I wondered when I’d see my mum again.

March 2020, first week of the first lockdown: I was fifty-three years old and felt like I was back at boarding school. Which wouldn’t have mattered, but for the fact that at a time of national crisis my generation of boarding-school boys found themselves in charge.

I know how two of the last three British prime ministers were treated as children and the kind of men their schools wanted to make of them. My first night at Pinewood School was two days after my eighth birthday in January 1975. A term earlier David Cameron had left his family home for Heatherdown School in Berkshire, while also in 1975, at the age of eleven, Alexander Johnson was sent to board at Ashdown House in Sussex. The exact school picked out by the parents didn’t really matter, because the experience was designed to produce a shared mindset, and about our Covid prime minister in particular I feel as Thomas Mann did about the leader of his country in the early 1930s. Whether I liked it or not, he was ‘a brother – a rather unpleasant and mortifying brother. He makes me nervous, the relationship is painful to a degree. But I will not disclaim it.’

At the age of thirteen, after the preparation of the prep school, Cameron and Johnson progressed to Eton. I went on to Radley College near Oxford. I’m therefore a little out of bounds, without permission, but I’m old enough to risk that now and accept the consequences. Our parents were paying for a similar upbringing with a similar intended result: to establish our credentials for the top jobs in the country. In 1840 the founder of Radley, William Sewell, had dreamed of building ‘a Winchester and Eton, and something more than Winchester or Eton’. Presumably not to emulate the brutality (in 1825 an Eton boy died after a fight lasting two and a half hours), but for the prime ministers. Between 1721 and 1900, of the thirty-two British prime ministers twenty-eight had been educated at English boys’ boarding schools.

We followed a pattern. As small children we were sent away to school and in the summer went on family holidays to Cornwall, because that was who we were or who we wanted to be. The tribal nature of the education was part of its appeal, and when in 1923 George Bernard Shaw advocated razing the public schools and ‘sowing their foundations with salt’, he meant the usual suspects – Eton, Harrow and Winchester – but also their ‘cheaper and more pernicious imitators’.

In its defence, I don’t believe Radley College was more pernicious. Nor in fact very much cheaper. But Shaw was right to see that this was recognisably the same kind of school in the same tradition. Sewell planned to build on an established recipe for success:


[The English public school] has sent out into the legislature, into the Army, into the Professions, into the House of Commons, into political life, into the magistracy, into society generally, English boys with English minds, toned and trained to work with the machinery of the British Empire … Our best men have been Public School men.



The newer, upstart Victorian public schools put into words, rather tastelessly, the assumptions that Eton left tactfully unspoken. And a hundred years later, by the end of the 1970s, the aims of these schools hadn’t significantly changed. Public school men were still expected to dominate the sectors that Sewell identified, whether they were the best men for the job or not.

Today, much of the private school system has adjusted to phones and computers, to carpets and co-education and going home at the end of the long school day. But, to some degree, all anglophone private schools exist in the shadow of the institutions that influenced their founding. They replicate the segregation and social exceptionalism reserved for superior beings destined to lead. Private schools of various shapes and size, and not just in Britain, seek similar outcomes to Eton, Harrow, Winchester and Radley, which now stand alone as England’s four enduring boys-only, boarding-only private secondary schools; the English private school in its purest form. These schools too will have tweaked and adapted, but to assume they change for the better is a tradition as old as the schools themselves, as described by Winston Churchill, here looking back at his childhood in the 1880s:


Several grown-up people added that in their day, when they were young, schools were very rough … But now it was all changed. School life nowadays was one long treat. All the boys enjoyed it. Some of my cousins who were a little older had been quite sorry – I was told – to come home for the holidays.



Churchill is joking, of course, his private schools were horrific. But in My Early Life he wrote about his education knowing the past was never dead. He chose to recall his resilience at prep school and Harrow to promote his qualities as a political leader. In that sense, the reality of these schools as they are today will only be felt in years to come, whereas now, in the early 2020s in the time of pandemic and Brexit, our leaders were moulded by the events and attitudes that characterised these schools in the late 1970s and early 80s. How those children survived then is the model for their survival now.

Pre-lockdown, to explore this idea, I’d have arranged research trips to match my personal experiences against those of Cameron and Johnson. I’d have emailed the headmistress of Ashdown House School (boarding available, co-educational), and using my private school charm (‘it’s all right, I’m one of us’) I’d have invited myself to the school’s 40 acres of beautiful grounds in East Sussex. On an afternoon in early summer I’d have occupied a corner of the sunlit library and worked through the old school magazines, searching out traces of Johnson the man in Johnson the boy. I’d have had a thoroughly enjoyable time of it, and stopped on my way out to watch some cricket. A few days later I’d have taken a morning train to Windsor, and crossed the footbridge over the Thames for face-to-face interviews with colourful characters in their natively revealing environment.

Unfortunately, in a pandemic neither Eton College nor Ashdown House are considered essential destinations, despite their influence on public life. During the lockdown I won’t be going anywhere I can’t reach on foot or by bicycle during my hour’s permitted exercise.

According to Google Maps, now that I take the trouble to get a precise measurement, I discover I live exactly 0.5 of a mile from Radley College. That’s three minutes on a bicycle. Which is, frankly, a fact I’ve been ignoring for the best part of five years. Of course I know the school is there, and about once a week I cycle past the main gates on my way into Oxford. I rarely give the place a second thought, because I have a firm grip on the sequence of events that led me to be living in Radley village, in a single man’s flat at the top of a converted dairy and schoolhouse. Marriage, living abroad, having kids, moving back, finding a school on the other side of Abingdon with lessons delivered in French, divorce, moving out, not too far but with a train station for London. The steps make perfect sense to me.

The reasoning adds up, and the fact that I live in the village is coincidence. It’s as much of a coincidence as when a man marries a woman with the same first name as his mother. It happens. Oedipus felt as unperturbed in Thebes. Honestly, how was he supposed to join the dots? His mother and his father. What are the odds?

So at first I dismiss this coincidental detail, as being insignificant. And although my schooldays from forty years ago seem far away, I have experience as a memoir writer with a bad memory. In my last book I reconstructed the drowning of my brother Nicky, a childhood trauma eroded by denial and time. Those corrosive factors have again done their work. According to Alex Renton, author of Stiff Upper Lip, the absence of a normal trove of memories is not uncommon in boarding school children as adults. Our brains become adept at organising a state of protective amnesia.

Luckily I’m used to scavenging for scraps, taking my prompts about the past from whatever sources make themselves available. In the absence of research trips I can still get books delivered (David Cameron, For the Record, £6 second-hand, ‘signed copy, minimal wear, VG+’), though I can’t make a trip to the library (Boris Johnson, The Churchill Factor, no way I’m buying that). For Pinewood School, I have the research materials I foraged for The Day That Went Missing – letters and school reports and other salvaged ephemera from my mum’s chaotic attic. I have a 1980 page-to-a-day diary, filled in from January until early April before, aged thirteen, I was distracted by the cricket season and a change of schools. Sometimes I feel fortunate to be the age I am, with my durable analogue childhood.

And despite physical isolation I have the internet. Thank God for the internet. Online resources include the Eton school magazine, called the Chronicle, which is digitised and open access for 1979–1984, as are the school magazines for Radley. After forty years of trying to forget, I realise how much help my memory needs when online I’m reacquainted with a visit to Radley College in October 1984 by the then prime minister, Margaret Thatcher. This was one week after the IRA bombing of the Grand Hotel in Brighton, and as a show of undaunted Tory strength, the government chose to parade its indomitability at an English boys’ boarding school. We shall not be moved.

As for the reach of Google, no one is safe. I’ll be contacting people who were there, if I can find them. I can always talk to my mum. I’ll make full use of Wikipedia, for which I’m grateful and to which I’ve made a contribution. On YouTube, I find the complete series of the documentary Public School, directed by Richard Denton at Radley in 1979 and broadcast on BBC Television in 1980. Public School is an early reality show, and the ten-part series was so popular it inspired subsequent expeditions into the exotic unknown of boarding schools, films also accessible on YouTube as entertainment for all the family.

When I look through my shelves I see that over the years I’ve collected a number of books about English private schools, as if in anticipation of a national crisis that questions trust in the British style of government. I now have time to read essays and memoirs reaching back through the twentieth century, as well as the growing expert literature about the psychological impact of early boarding, pioneered in particular by psychoanalysts Joy Schaverien and Nick Duffell. George Orwell’s shorter works are online in full, thanks to the Orwell Foundation, including his venomous essay about his days at a private prep school, ‘Such, Such Were the Joys’.

‘I base these generalisations on what I can recall of my own childhood outlook,’ Orwell writes, ‘treacherous though memory is.’ I know, George, I know. I cling to Orwell like an emotional support author, but I worry he isn’t totally cured of his education, his work mottled with boarding school displacements. ‘However we may like it,’ he writes in ‘The Lion and the Unicorn’, ‘toughness is the price of survival.’ I’ve therefore chosen two dead foreigners to be my elected objective guardians and guiding lights. From my shelves I’m pulling out Erving Goffman’s Asylums (1961) and Hannah Arendt’s The Origins of Totalitarianism (1951). For the purposes of this book, Aunt Hannah and Uncle Erving are the adults in the room.

Obviously I’m not just going to sit here. To stay healthy everyone needs their daily exercise. Usually, from my flat, I jog a circular route down by the Thames. But in the second week of lockdown, in my allowed hour outside, I go looking for the public footpath through the school, which I haven’t walked in five years of living here. The path isn’t difficult to find. It goes straight through the main gate, passing a lodge house on the right which is now the base for the school’s extensive security and surveillance set-up (All areas on this site are covered by CCTV). Outside the lodge in the sunshine, a middle-aged woman is sitting on a chair.

I keep two metres away and say hello. The woman works as a matron, and in the absence of boys the school is sharing out jobs to keep staff busy. This afternoon, Matron is on the security rota. She tells me that in the evenings, even though the boys are with their parents, she logs onto Zoom and they have virtual cocoa.

‘But maybe you know that,’ she says. ‘Maybe you know the school.’

I can’t quite bring myself to admit a connection. I pretend to be an innocent from the village, discovering the footpath as a bonus of lockdown. I don’t say: I know this place, I’m from here, I was made here. The fact shames and weakens me, in ways I don’t yet understand, and therefore by instinct I keep my schooldays a secret: the truth is I went to boarding school and I didn’t like it. I’m sure I once read that line in a waspish book review dismissing the plot or the author of a hyped first novel. Now I can’t find the source and wonder if I made up the criticism, and possibly the novel, to deter me from ever considering this kind of material. Self-censorship certainly fits the character type.

‘Am I allowed to just come in?’

‘Of course you are,’ she says.

‘Any time I like?’

‘It’s a public footpath.’

‘So I could walk through here in the middle of the night?’

‘If you wanted to. Not many people do.’

The path goes up the drive in a straight line. If I keep walking I’ll end up well beyond the school and near the Oxford Road slipway for the A34. There’s no circular path. It’s up and back.

‘Thank you,’ I say, ‘thanks very much,’ because manners cost nothing.

The main drive is a gentle rise as far as a pair of red-brick memorial arches. On both sides there are new buildings I don’t recognise, and rows of springtime chestnut trees in bloom. Inside the arches themselves the dead are drilled with precision – 219 names to the left (1914–18) and 220 names to the right (1939–45). The room directly above is a small chapel, where I once prayed to do well in my O levels. Out the other side, vast playing fields stretch to the right – the largest area of mown grass in England, or so we were told. Now the cricket pitches reach even further into what was once agricultural land, as far as the eye can see. Back at school as an adult, it’s so much bigger than I remembered.

Keep walking; straight up, straight back. On the left is Shop and a view into the school past the Clock Tower, where a boy in his middle teens in jeans and T-shirt is riding a bicycle, round and round the Tower while humming to himself and ringing his bell. He looks too old for this. His body rocks forward and back as he pedals.

The buildings next on the left are A Social, a boys’ boarding house. I nod at the windows of specific rooms where I used to live, and out of which I used to look. In the housemaster’s garden, invisible behind a high trimmed hedge, a family has messed up the batting order and Mummy has missed her turn. There is discussion and disagreement. I move on and by a process of elimination pick out the ground-floor study where aged fourteen I had a cosmic revelation, understanding for a brief moment the structure and meaning of the universe. In the shrubbery between me and the study window, trees have been allowed to grow tall. Maybe they’re study-bedrooms now. The boys of today need their privacy.

Past the History and German teaching blocks, past the Sub-Warden’s house, down a slope to a lake on the left and the 400-year-old College oak on the right. I walk up through an avenue of lime trees that cuts through the school golf course, and at the top of the avenue sit down on the vacant seventh tee for a view back to the school. The golf course was here before 1914 and then again between the wars, but in 1980 we must still have been towards the end of the second post-war period of the century, stuck in the dug-up-for-potatoes period. The course opened again in 1985, and among my dad’s files, the ones I rifled after he died, I found some 1982 school–parent correspondence. The headmaster, known as the Warden, sent Dad a note of thanks for his contribution towards the £100,000 golf course appeal, while reminding him to apply for the charity tax rebate.

Dad always wanted to belong. All his life he joined clubs – the Old Town club in Swindon, the Clarendon in Oxford, finally the East India in London. Not bad for a Swindon builder. Another note from his filing cabinet is my housemaster thanking him for dinner – It was refreshing to be away from Radley with scarcely a schoolmaster in sight. I am really ready for the fray this morning! As long as we joined the right clubs we’d be OK, and if that required donations and dinner invitations and sending his sons to this school, then so be it. That was the price worth paying.

Forty years later, I wonder if we ever belonged. According to the bursar’s accounts we did, and not only because I have the receipts for the termly fees and the £12 original registration in 1975: I have to ask that, if you change your address before that time, or decide to send your boy to some other School, you will be kind enough to let me know at once. The tone was set, and at registration Dad was informed of the obligatory payments to the Radleian Society, meaning that Boys on leaving School are elected to Life Membership of the Society without further subscription. From the beginning I was expected to belong for life, without question. I was promised belonging to hurry Dad into making up his mind.

The top of the avenue is a lovely place to rest. Without the scurry of boys and the stress of teachers, the empty buildings are not so much a school as an idea, sitting plump and well kept in the cushion of the past. This is my territory as much as anybody’s just now. On the walk back I pass Croome’s Tower on my right and notice the door is open. I could walk into my old boarding house or through another double door into Paton’s Quad and the Covered Passage, into the place names that suddenly light up for me.

I don’t go in. Mainly for fear of infecting anyone, or being infected. But also I’m scared of getting told off – I’d be trespassing. The territory onto which I’m allowed is the past, which is famously another country, one accessible without travel restrictions. From what I remember of my schooldays, I can confirm they do things differently there, which is why most of this book is in the past tense. I know how things were then, between 1975 and 1984, the period that bred the men in power for the last decade who’d like very much to stay on for another, and who, whatever their ultimate fate, have influenced British politics into the foreseeable future.

If in hindsight our education seems unbelievable, the consequences are increasingly apparent. Fragile, entitled, in good times and bad we revert to what we learned as boys. But what was that, exactly? Forty years later those school-day experiences and attitudes have a magnified effect on the country, and in England it isn’t difficult to look back and see where the nation’s leaders were formed. This is a memoir about white middle-aged English public school boys. We have our reputation for a reason.




1

Habits for Life


‘The manners and traditions learned by each class in childhood are not only very different but – this is the essential point – generally persist from birth to death.’

George Orwell, The Road to Wigan Pier, 1937



Boris Johnson was born in June 1964, and David Cameron in October 1966.

I was born in January 1967 and my first political memory is of Mike Yarwood impersonating Prime Minister Harold Wilson on Saturday-night television. I knew the shadow of the prime minister but none of the substance. He had a pipe and a northern accent. Everyone laughed. Through the seventies I was vaguely conscious of the Labour Party’s Wilson battling the Conservative Edward Heath to disown responsibility for the decade, with James Callaghan damping down a couple of less eventful years before the election of Mrs Thatcher in 1979. Always ‘Mrs’ Thatcher, like a headmistress too stern for a given name.

These four prime ministers – Wilson, Heath, Callaghan, Thatcher – were educated at grammar schools. The last patrician prime minister – Sir Alec Douglas-Home, son of Lord Dunglass and an Old Etonian – had been voted out of office by the great British public before Johnson was a year old, and before Cameron and I were born. By the 1970s we’d entered a new age, and wouldn’t see another privately educated prime minister until Tony Blair in 1997, but he was Labour and his school was in Edinburgh so he didn’t necessarily count. By 1997, in any case, I was practically married with a child on the way and school was a distant memory – I was beyond caring what school anyone went to, or so I believed at the time.

What I did know was that my first deeply felt political instinct had belatedly come true: in my heart, aged twelve, I was certain that Mrs Thatcher hadn’t a hope of winning the 1979 general election. Not because she was a woman, but because the Conservative Party represented the interests of a class in decline, and I could be sure of this because I was in daily contact with Tory lifeblood at a private boarding school in a soft southern county of England. This was the class of people I was supposed to be joining, though not without reservations.

In my considered twelve-year-old’s opinion the Conservatives were about to be swept aside by the tide of history, never again to secure a majority in Parliament. In reality, Mrs Thatcher triumphed and the Tories governed for the next eighteen years, winning four consecutive elections. Behind the walls of his prep school my younger self had mistakenly seen the ancient English certainties coming to an end, soon to be replaced by bolder alternatives. Looking back now I wasn’t completely wrong, even though at the time I hadn’t sat down to read the 1979 Labour Party Manifesto:


Independent schools still represent a major obstacle to equality of opportunity. Labour’s aim is to end, as soon as possible, fee-paying in such schools … Labour will end as soon as possible the remaining public subsidies and public support to independent schools.



Or in other words, after my first four years in a fee-paying school I assumed the British public would vote for a fairer Britain. That seemed the rational choice, and it wasn’t as if these schools were flourishing, as I knew from personal experience. In 1978 our Berkshire prep school was down to seventy-eight boys. In 1982, two years after Cameron left for Eton, his prep school closed down despite impeccable upper-class credentials. A press photograph of Heatherdown from the late sixties shows eight-year-old Prince Andrew on his first day shaking hands with the headmaster. I can’t help but notice the Queen’s hand in the small of Andrew’s back, pushing him on, pushing him away. Fees, swelling with the decade’s inflation, nearly doubled from £300 in 1975 to £550 by 1979 (and on the invoices, always ‘payable in advance’). The only comprehensive school that Pinewood played at football, Carterton Community College, beat us 11–1. The runes were there to be read, and the last rites to be administered. This was a system on its knees.

In 1973, the Labour Party had committed to what Shadow Education Minister Roy Hattersley called ‘a serious intention to reduce and eventually to abolish private education in this country’, a policy intended to capture a more general mood of change. An influential history of twentieth-century Britain published a year earlier was titled The Collapse of British Power, and towards the end of the decade Cameron’s dad had emergency supplies stockpiled in his cellar. ‘It sounds mad now,’ his son writes in For the Record, ‘but there were real fears of a military coup.’ Evidently in the Old Rectory near Newbury there were. At about this time my mum sent me a letter with the news that my dad had lost his seat as a Tory councillor: he says he doesn’t mind but I think he does. It felt as if an era was coming to an end.

Even to a child of twelve, by 1979 private education felt a beleaguered form of schooling. A dwindling number of parents saw the attraction of withdrawing small children from regular life for months on end, as if abducted by aliens, and leaving them in dormitories until their brains had been suitably modified. This rarefied experience was shared in 1978 by only 4.5 per cent of the population, and decreasing, because schools that were private and isolated would inevitably lose out to those that were public and comprehensive. Britain would become a more open, meritocratic nation that could look to the future with confidence.

Apparently not. Thirty years after my political epiphany, an Old Etonian former prep school boy was living in Number Ten, his children on the register for private schools of their own. Cameron was followed into Downing Street, after a brief interregnum, by another Old Etonian prep school boarder. Boys like me had snatched victory from the jaws of defeat. We must be pretty amazing, even if we thought so ourselves.

I know neither of these men personally. I do know that they spent the formative years of their childhood in boarding schools being looked after by adults who didn’t love them, because I did too. Those of us who were there know what it was like, and if the character of our leaders matters then I’m in possession of important information. A potential prime minister, I too slept in schools from the mid-seventies into the early eighties. I had the same education as men who run the country.

Most of them are men. Going through Sewell’s 1847 list of professions of influence today, the Army’s Chief of Staff, Sir Mark Alexander Popham Carleton-Smith, is an Old Etonian, as is the editor of Britain’s biggest-selling newspaper and the Archbishop of Canterbury. The Master of the Rolls and Head of Civil Justice, Sir Terence Etherton, was an early boarder at Holmewood House. Even Cressida Dick, the country’s senior police officer, was at the Dragon School, Oxford, surrounded by the damage of early boarders, which at least equips her to deal with today’s Chief Inspector of Schools and the Chief Medical Officer and the chairman of the BBC and the head of MI6. Boys like me, if we’re not Conservative life peers in the House of Lords, head up magic circle law firms and occupy the corner offices on the higher floors of international banks.

And as Sewell predicted, or at least hoped, public school men also remain conspicuous throughout the British government. Seventeen out of twenty-six members of Johnson’s full Cabinet in 2020 went to private school. Of the more visible recent political buccaneers, the English private boarding school has sent out Rees-Mogg, Hunt, Mitchell, Cash, Redwood and Cummings: English boys with English minds.

Even the most famous of fictional public school teachers, Mr Chips, might have felt uneasy about this imbalance:


Because always, whatever happened and however the avenues of politics twisted and turned, he had faith in England, in English flesh and blood, and in Brookfield as a place whose ultimate worth depended on whether she fitted herself into the English scene with dignity and without disproportion.



In the English scene, the influence of the private schools is disproportionate, and always has been. These exclusive schools, resistant to scrutiny, are responsible for traits that permeate the national sense of self, casting an excessive shadow. To understand how these traits develop is to illuminate a murky part of the national character, because public school boys are scattered like obstacles along every pathway to the top. Getting on can often mean imitating their way of being, and certainly involves dealing with it. This form of education is therefore everyone’s inheritance, and appreciating how these people were made is to understand how England works, and why the country is in the shape it is. An insider would know, someone who was there.

For the full boarding experience, in the days when the powerful of today were mere children, two schools were involved. A prep school, where a boy started as young as seven, prepared boys to move at the age of thirteen to an entirely new set of buildings and friends at a larger public school. This public school was not ‘public’ in any ordinary sense of the word. In fact quite the opposite – the education was aggressively private, accessible to customers who had the cash. This wilful misuse of language, no matter the historical reason, could be addictive. Great Britain, United Kingdom, Public School. With time and repetition even simple words can slip their usual meanings. Private schools now prefer to be called ‘independent’, even though their existence depends on government-sanctioned charitable status, exemption from business rates and state training of their teachers. Old habits die hard.

Any differences in the ‘independent’ sector between prep school and public school were always less important than the similarities. Paul Watkins, a writer who was a contemporary of Johnson’s at Eton (he had a feature in the school magazine that Johnson edited), writes in his 1993 memoir Stand Before Your God that ‘much of what made sense there made sense here, even if it seemed to make no sense anywhere else’. Which wasn’t strictly true, because the codes and belief systems also made sense in the older Oxbridge colleges and in City firms and in legal chambers and in both Houses of Parliament. The boys from prep schools started their preparation early.

Whether it was Heatherdown or Pinewood or Ashdown, prep schools from that time had more in common with each other than not. If the school wasn’t a House, it was likely a Hall or a Court. The customary look of the main building, as described by Roald Dahl, was ‘private lunatic asylum’, usually at the end of a drive and overlooking playing fields where the changing shape of goalposts marked the seasonal passage from rugby in the autumn to soccer and hockey after Christmas. Every year, at some point in April, the caged cricket square would be released from captivity. The package as a whole mapped itself onto an enduring English fantasy – the country house and grounds, with the house measurable in windows along and windows high. The setting, even then, was dedicated to a cherished but fading idea of England.

The public school followed similar principles though on a larger scale, for anywhere between 450 and 1,000 boys. Christopher Hibbert’s history of Radley College, No Ordinary Place, recounts the search of a couple of mid-nineteenth-century oddballs, the double act of Sewell and Singleton, for an ideal school location that should resemble ‘a private country estate’. They chanced upon Radley Hall near Oxford, built in the 1720s and complete with 136 acres of land.

Against these picturesque backdrops, nineteenth-century educational idealists offered boys from wealthy families as much beating and as little food as they could stand. In exchange for money. And amazingly this educational offer found its market, largely thanks to the unspoken promise of an outcome devoutly to be wished: prime minister, or near offer. For a stab at the best jobs in the country, a public school education was invaluable, and to secure a place at public school a prep school was where to start.

Among the Pinewood documents I salvaged from Dad’s filing cabinets, I have a typed list from Spring Term 1976 with the addresses of the parents. The school roll that January was a meagre seventy-four boys. Like I said, hard times, but the names and titles are socially representative of a school like this at that historical moment. Two Revs, seven Drs, five Majors, a Lieutenant Colonel, a Lieutenant Commander, a Colonel, a Wing Commander, one Hon. These were the people who wanted the best for their children.

Of the humbler Mr and Mrs, I remember a farmer, a dentist, a solicitor and an estate agent. My dad ran a building company. About half the addresses are in the south of England; thirty of the seventy-four (including mine) are local, by which I mean driveable on a daily basis, if that’s what the parents had wanted to do. The rest are randomly far-flung – Topsham in Devon, Dubai, Hereford, Atherton California, Northampton, Hong Kong, Kenya, West Sussex, Tehran, Paris, St James’s Garden London, Summit New Jersey, Kuwait, Philippines, Kingston-upon-Thames, Poole in Dorset and Fairfax Station Virginia. These boys came together in term time and dispersed in the holidays, discovering from an early age the ins and outs of a double life.

Five of the Mr and Mrs couples have separate addresses, out of seventy-four opportunities for divorce. We always knew which parents were divorced, because their sons had the latest of whatever was newest. On the list is one boy of colour, who I see from his address lived not far from me in Swindon. At school we were in the same teams and he was a hero of mine: I can’t remember once meeting up with him in the holidays. The demographic profile and geographical spread was likely to have been similar at public school, especially as there were government-subsidised places for the sons of army officers. As there still are today, at a cost to the taxpayer of about £80 million a year.

Both Pinewood and Radley educate more pupils now than they did in the late 1970s. Privately educated children today account for 7 per cent of the school population of England, though the percentage of boarders has decreased to a single per cent. In the twenty-first century these schools have changed in other ways too: they have counsellors and adequate heating, and white well-off English boys are exposed to the diversity of well-off children who aren’t white, or aren’t boys. They have dietary requirements.

On the other hand, the outcomes are assumed by parents to be broadly the same. Even without doubts about boarding or single-sex education, the academic and economic advantages of private school are today still weighed against the social
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