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For Ruth Burnett, who understands






Keep a Stiff Upper Lip


There has something gone wrong,

My brave boy, it appears,

For I see your proud struggle

To keep back the tears.

That is right. When you cannot

Give trouble the slip,

Then bear it, still keeping

‘A stiff upper lip’.



Though you cannot escape

Disappointment and care,

The next best thing to do

Is to learn how to bear.

If when for life’s prizes

You’re running, you trip,

Get up, start again –

‘Keep a stiff upper lip!’




Let your hands and your conscience

Be honest and clean;

Scorn to touch or to think of

The thing that is mean;

But hold on to the pure

And the right with firm grip,

And though hard be the task,

‘Keep a stiff upper lip!’



Through childhood, through manhood,

Through life to the end,

Struggle bravely and stand

By your colors, my friend.

Only yield when you must;

Never ‘give up the ship’,

But fight on to the last

‘With a stiff upper lip’.



Phoebe Cary (1824–71)*



* Cary was a well-known American poet and an early advocate for women’s rights. The first recorded use of the phrase ‘stiff upper lip’ was in the United States in 1815.
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Author’s note

Prep and public schools

In Britain we say ‘public schools’ when we mean private, secondary ones – an example of the confusing codes the stiff-upper-lip tendency likes to employ. The term dates from the time of the ancient scholastic institutions, such as Winchester, Westminster and Eton, set up by statute. Like much else, ‘public’ was adopted by the new nineteenth- and twentieth-century fee-paying schools to show that they emulated the older ones in ethos and exclusivity. In 2017 there were 282 schools that called themselves ‘public’ in the British sense.*

This book uses the term ‘public school’ to denote any private school from the late nineteenth century onwards that was fee-paying, traditional in regime and existed for children aged between eleven and nineteen. ‘Preparatory school’ is the same though for younger children. I use ‘state school’ to denote ones that really are for all the public, without barriers of class or income.


References and additional material

Full references to sources, further footnotes and some additional material can be found online at www.stiffupperlipbook.com. The site also contains resources for people seeking help in the aftermath of child abuse, mental and physical.

I welcome any comments or questions about this book and the wider issues: please contact me through the same website.

* Until 1871, only nine were recognised as ‘public schools’. Since then only members of the Headmasters’ and Headmistresses’ Conference, a self-selecting association of the ‘world’s leading independent schools’, call themselves public schools.






Introduction

Zombie stories

Many a lad who leaves an English public school disgracefully ignorant of the rudiments of useful knowledge, who can speak no language but his own, and writes that imperfectly, to whom the noble literature of his country and the stirring history of his forefathers are almost a sealed book, and who has devoted a great part of his time and nearly all his thought to athletic sports, yet brings away with him something beyond all price – a manly straightforward character, a scorn for lying and meanness, habits of obedience and command and fearless courage. Thus equipped, he goes out into the world, and bears a man’s part in subduing the earth, ruling its wild folk, and building up the Empire . . .

The Rev. T. L. Papillon, ‘The Public Schools and Citizenship’



This is not a book about me, but it starts with something that happened to me. In 1974, aged thirteen, I left my hated ‘prep’ school, where I had boarded since the age of eight. It had done its job: I got into a famous ‘public’ school and thus on to the escalator to achievement and security that members of Britain’s privileged class have organised so neatly since the nineteenth century. But the experience came at a price, and with side effects. One was that I didn’t become the sort of citizen pictured by the Reverend Thomas Papillon.


Like many of the million Britons alive today who experienced the boarding school system, I spent the years after leaving forgetting what had happened to me there. I didn’t send my own children away to school at eight, or at thirteen. But at Christmas 2013, my school and all it stood for came back into my life. The memories rose, as badly buried things will. There was a headline in the Daily Mail – ‘Boris school at the centre of probe into sexual abuse’ – and when I found it I wept. The story said that a group of men (though not Boris Johnson) were beginning a civil case over ‘horrific attacks’ by two former teachers at the school. A police investigation had begun. ‘The effects of this abuse,’ went a statement from twenty former Ashdown children, ‘has damaged a number of pupils long into adulthood and it is felt among us that, as part of the healing process, it is important for us to take our power back and take action against such damaging and horrendous actions.’

They were all a couple of years younger, but I had known them, and I knew the teachers they were talking about. I spoke to my mother, who remembered other things that I had forgotten. I went with Ruth Burnett, my wife, to Sussex to visit the school, for the first time since leaving. It was changed – they all are – but in its essentials the same. Seven-year-olds still board. We saw one, who, diffident and teary, made it all look very stark: he was ‘having trouble settling in’. He would get over it soon, we were assured by the headmaster. Like a surgeon’s saw or a dentist’s pliers, boarding school was and is a tool: simple, practical and sometimes brutal.

A couple of months later I published an article in the Observer’s magazine about my experience of abuse – physical and emotional – at Ashdown House. I was not the first

to have done this. Many ex-boarding school writers have spilled the beans; for some of us it is the most obvious therapeutic act. But perhaps because the story also looked at the current deluge of allegations about abuse in care institutions, or perhaps because my astute, ex-boarding school editor at the Observer invited readers to send in their stories, the article got an extraordinary reaction. The social media postings garnered thousands of shares and comments. In twenty-five years of investigations and campaigning journalism, I’d never had such a response.

Most of it was sympathetic. Some readers were quick to point out the ironies in a story of ‘posh abuse’ – people who’d paid for it. (‘Sometimes we do not truly realize how blessed we were to be born into poverty,’ said one commenter.) Others asked: So what? Who’s surprised? Auberon Waugh, ex-public school boy and satirist, was quoted, on the upper and upper-middle classes’ time-honoured habit of sending their offspring into the care of paedophiles at boarding schools: ‘Of course, the English are famous throughout the entire civilised world for their hatred of children.’

Others made a fair complaint: nearly a quarter of a million children are sexually abused in the UK every year, according to the Children’s Commissioner, so why should these old stories take up our – and the police’s – time? But the counter-view was important: if this was how the ruling class cared for its children, no wonder the public institutions of Britain that they went on to run – from the BBC to the NHS – seemed so careless, so arrogant and so prone to cover-up. We needed to find out what went wrong in the schools of the elite, as much as in Stoke Mandeville Hospital.

Many people told what had happened to them, stories

often full of a lifetime’s sorrow. The newspaper’s moderators were busy deleting posts that made allegations against specific schools and teachers. But even after that winnowing, the comment streams and my inbox had several hundred credible stories of apparent criminal abuse by adults at boarding schools, private and state.



I read all the mail over the following weeks. It was not easy. Some accounts were dozens of pages long; there were honed chapters of planned books and plangent streams of emotion. Many began: ‘I’ve never spoken of this to anyone . . .’ After a few days of reading these I began to have crude and obvious nightmares. I was asleep, but aware that something was amiss – many-limbed things were scuttering around the room, crawling out from under the bed and on to it.

Many of the people who sent me their stories got an Out of Office response – a promise to read and respond within a few weeks. Often the robot text would get a reply; the mere fact of having told the story had opened doors. ‘Don’t worry, I imagine you’re overwhelmed with sob-stories from the ex-boarders. You don’t need to reply. After I sent that email to you I showed it to [a partner], and we started talking. Better late than never . . .’

Other accounts were not as easy to handle. Some people demanded interventions that were beyond me – for a start, the newspaper did not have the funds to sponsor long investigations of rich, potentially litigious institutions, though we did tackle one, Gordonstoun School. But there were people who clearly needed help that I was not qualified to give. There were suicide risks, and victims with details of predatory sex offenders still working in institutions. Most got a standard response. It suggested a series

of steps: talking therapy, campaigning, the law. But it was pretty clear too that seeking legal redress wasn’t necessarily a good idea. There is value for the soul in revenge, but often the long and dreary process gets people already prone to anger even more riled and unhappy. When it came to getting abusers to court, the emails told far more stories of failure and frustration than of resolution. By early 2017, when this book went to press, the group of men who in 2013 started to attempt to punish my prep school and its teachers for their abuse and their failures were still far from getting any result.

But English civil law was changing. The principle had been that compensation for personal injury can only be claimed in the three years after the event – not much use to child abuse victims, who tend not to report the offences against them for many years. But the victims of Jimmy Savile had got a change – in cases of severe abuse, the judge may extend the limitation. So putting together groups of victims from the schools to mount civil actions started to make sense. Many of them work in banking or financial services – they are ex-public school pupils, after all – and they have faith in punishments that hit the pocket. If schools’ insurers could see an added liability risk, they would put on pressure to toughen up the schools’ child protection systems. A well-known financier from one group told me he would be putting any compensation money he got straight into a charity that provides trauma counselling for children in state schools. ‘Not that there isn’t a need in private schools, too.’

In the end, doubtful about my abilities as an email counsellor, fearful that I might make someone’s pain worse (and conscious that I was over-stretching my own emotional

capacities), I reverted to being a journalist. I made a database of the allegations I’d been sent and started to find patterns. When I compared my data with that of other journalists, we realised that at least a quarter of the schools of the privileged had harboured adult sexual abusers, and perhaps many more. I realised I needed to look back to the beginning of the modern private school system, in the mid nineteenth century, to see how this had come about.



People didn’t write to me because they had been happy, of course. I only inspired a dozen people in some 800 accounts to tell me what great times they’d had at school; even then, half of those sunny stories were given in order to provide contrast with a story of a friend or relative who had been miserable. As I processed the information, other things I had not known became clear. One was how many women had stories of serious abuse to tell, physical as well as psychological – they made up nearly a quarter of the total. The next was just how rife the problems of violence, sexual assault and neglect were in the schools, right up to the twenty-first century. Linked to that was the fact that teachers accused of criminal acts almost always got away with it; until recently, the normal sanction was a discreet sacking, often with a reference enabling the offender to continue their careers. Abusers went from school to school, in both the private and state sectors: this was an industry with a culture of employing paedophiles and sadists. But the most important realisation for me was the extent of the abuse that was not criminal.

The stories that led me to write this book are those of children abandoned by their families into the care of strangers, often astonishingly early. The usual entry age

to the system in the 1960s and 1970s was around seven or eight years old.* The communities these children arrived in were not normally kind or caring. The British, we know, have always been both sentimental and violent to children in a way that sets them apart from other European nations. But in the boarding schools cruelty and bullying, by children and adults, was a function of the system: not a disciplinary practice but an ingredient in the magic of that unique education. Neglect, as we would see it today, was normal. Even if the schools had been as comfortable and cuddly as a nursery, the stories I was sent made it clear that the shock of that abrupt separation had had extraordinary, lasting effects on the adults that emerged from early boarding. Some still thought it was their fault they had been sent away, some felt their parents’ ‘betrayal’ had soured the future: all of them had learnt, very young, the limits of love.

Naturally, some thought that was all to the good. Here’s a man who was sent, at eight, a month after his father’s death: ‘Now looking back that was the making of me. What it made was an incendiary mix. Too dangerous to be either employed or ignored. But it works.’ Others try hard to find good moments amid the sad, for balance. But many of them were still struggling with the notion that their parents had colluded with the schools – that they knew their loved child would suffer yet thought that good. When I first started considering the rotten parts of the private boarding school industry, I thought I was looking at a breath-taking fraud that had been carried out, for

over a century, on some of the most powerful and educated people in the country. That of course was far too simple. The truth was more complex and more disturbing.

Anthropologists know of many societies that ritualise the abuse of their children. Tradition and the ‘hardship is good for you’ trope justify it. In some cultures children are provably loved and cherished, but also deliberately hurt. There are Amazon tribes who scald their children with hot water or scrape their skin with sharks’ teeth to teach them to deal with the pain that life inevitably brings. But there is a key difference with the British elite: it ritually sends its children away, very young. Alone in the world, these parents withdraw love and security in order to educate their child. Only they sacrifice their own happiness, forgo the joy of seeing and helping their children grow and develop, for the cause of future privilege. What follows is an attempt to explain how an entire class, briefly one of the most powerful the world has known, decided that its children needed to suffer to become useful citizens.



Researching this story has been fascinating and troubling. My first problem lay with the evidence. Memory is fallible and fluid: we edit our stories of our childhood all our lives, to extract from them what is useful, and also what we can bear to live with. That problem is all the harder when trying to research a class that is schooled in self-protection and secrecy, that prides itself in not saying what it truly thinks, and, like any ruling elite, always has a variety of views available on the same issue, some for outsiders and some for insiders, for the elect and for the masses.

I have relied on many sources to tell this story, starting with my own memory of what I think happened to me and to my family. I have also used published accounts,

because the literature and drama of boarding schools has always addressed the cruelty of the system, even if chiefly for entertainment. Very occasionally I’ve been able to use contemporary accounts of children who boarded. But the most useful resource has been the correspondence from readers of that first article, and I am profoundly grateful for the frankness and honesty of those hundreds of men and women who decided to revisit some of their darkest days in order to help me. I hope it helped them.

* A 1966 study of a sample of 2,794 sixth formers in boarding schools found that a majority boarded before eleven and more than a third before eight. At the time 1.7% of all British schoolchildren boarded.







PART ONE

Leaving Home







1. Dropped off aged eight

On attaining the age of eight, or thereabout, children fly away from the Gardens and never come back . . . The boys have gone to Pilkington’s. He is a man with a cane.*

J. M. Barrie, The Little White Bird

One September day at the end of the 1960s, when I was eight and a half years old, my parents delivered me to preparatory school. I wore grey corduroy shorts, new and rigid as cardboard, knee-high grey woollen socks and shiny black Start-rite shoes. The shorts were much too big, but I had an elasticated belt with a silvered clasp like an S on its side: a snake, I thought. Under the grey school jumper, over a grey shirt was one line of colour: a blue tie whose knotting my father had helped me master. In the photo taken before we got in the car, my face is solemn, my blond hair tamed. But I was excited: only a few weeks earlier I’d sat up all night to watch Neil Armstrong set foot upon the moon. Now I was leaving my younger siblings on the planet of Home and adventuring to a new world.

Ashdown House is not far from our family’s house in Sussex. The twenty-five minutes of the journey there

remain imprinted nearly half a century later – we were to do it twenty times or more every one of the next five years. I can play the drive out in my mind: each hamlet, each curve of the road, the Mars Bar that we stopped to buy at one village shop for a treat, my mother stifling tears, her songs and her brave attempts at jokes: ‘Let’s see if we can keep a stiff upper lip, and our chins up, and our brows set, and our socks pulled up and our best feet forward, all at once.’ This didn’t diminish her pain. Nor did it do much to soften the lump of compounded fear and sorrow that seemed to have occupied the place where my lungs and stomach were supposed to be. As term followed term, those grim, too short journeys got no easier. I recall thinking – Why are you upset? You’re going home.

I remember, that first time, my father stopping the car at the school’s gate. He said it was best that kisses and hugging be done now, not at the school. That I sort of understood, more than I did his advice, given in a man-to-man talk a few days earlier: ‘Remember, if any of the older boys try to take you into a bush, just say “No”.’

We pulled up on the gravel by the columned portico of the grey stone building. It seemed very grand. I remember watching my trunk and my tuck box disappear into the dark and noisy interior. At the steps was Billy Williamson, the headmaster; huge, with a monkish frill of hair round his jowly head. I had to wait to shake hands with him: he was busy with a short woman in a checked coat who was presenting a curly-haired boy even smaller than me. This was Princess Margaret and her son David. The headmaster, when he had done with the royals, rumbled pleasantly at us from high above. ‘He seems very nice,’ said my mother.

The parting I don’t remember. I know my mother showed me to my dormitory, five iron hospital beds with

candlewick spreads in a bare room under the eaves. Two of the other beds also had new boys assigned to them. My mother unpacked a few of my things and tucked the cloth piglet that had been my comforter since toddlerhood under the pillow. No doubt she asked the dormitory captain, a boy a year or two older, to be kind to me. Later that evening he explained to us some school rules. One was that crying was not allowed. Any crying that occurred would be punished by him and his deputy with a beating. He thwacked the bed with his unfurled belt: the same snake buckle that I’d thought was so cool now looked like it would hurt.



My arrival story is ordinary, except that I don’t remember saying goodbye. The moment of separation stays vivid for most people who were dispatched at an early age into institutions, whether paid for or state-run. I have heard from hundreds who have told stories of their days at boarding schools: quite a few of them were not even fully aware of what was about to happen when they arrived. Of course, the younger the child, the more that seems possible, and in the twentieth century tens of thousands of children were packed off aged just six and some as young as four. It was a common experience: at the peak of the system, in 1967, 43,000 children were boarding at prep or primary school.**

My arrival was civilised. It wasn’t unusual for children to be dragged from the family car. Quite often the parents simply lied to their offspring – ‘We’ll see you later!’ – and bolted. A friend sent to board at eleven remembers running down the school drive after her parents’ car: ‘At one

point, it braked, and I thought they were stopping for me, but it was just for a corner. I don’t think until then I really knew I was going to have to stay.’

Some of the saddest stories of the drop-off come from children who were spectators. Younger siblings who went along for the ride remember the misery overtaking a brother and sister as the school got closer, the tension between the mother and father, sometimes a forced removal from the car: ‘his fingers levered off the headrest one by one’. Bear Grylls, now a professional adventurer, remembers the shock of seeing his father, an Army officer, in tears in the car on the first trip to Ludgrove House: ‘I felt confused as to what part of nature or love thought this was a good idea. My instinct certainly didn’t; but what did I know? I was only eight.’ Grylls hated his time at the school.

A woman who grew up at the prep boarding school where her parents worked remembers those partings:



I saw at first hand the sadness and trauma boarding can cause. I remember the sobbing mothers, and the stiff-upper-lip fathers telling their distraught sons to ‘be a man and grow up’. And I remember wondering why they’d had children in the first place, when they so obviously wanted to get rid of them. My mother and father tried to soften the sadness of the younger ones in particular – teddies allowed on beds, bright homely dormitories, bed-time stories – but my kind and gentle mother knew it couldn’t make up for what they’d lost, no matter how hard she tried . . . One boy used to cry, so hard, at the beginning of each term. He was bullied for that.




Many people tell of watching in disbelief as the family saloon disappeared behind the rhododendrons; then turning to face the tumult of children, noise-filled corridors, strange smells and unloving adults, and feeling, in a way that never left some, utterly lost. ‘The end of my childhood,’ concludes a friend who went through this at nine.

Another feature of the arrival stories is the child’s clear-eyed observation of parents’ strange behaviour. Mothers are brittle or weepy; most fathers – if they went along – brisk or even joyful. Auberon Waugh wrote of his father’s ‘undisguised glee at the prospect of getting rid of his children’. He held an end-of-holiday party: ‘Papa would dress in white tie and tails. His speech was always some variation on the theme of how delighted he was that we were going back to school.’ Most mothers, then and now, are upset: ‘I cried buckets, every time I took them back,’ one modern mother told me. ‘I drove away as fast as I could because I knew I would embarrass them: eventually I got the au pair to drive them to school.’

Of course, it is not easy to think of a good way to deliver a young child into the hands of strangers for an amount of time that will seem oceanic to a seven- or even a twelve-year-old: ‘We’ll see you at half-term, darling!’ As any parent who uses day-care knows, most children will object to the idea at first, even if they understand that the separation is only to be for a matter of hours. Combing through the accounts of arrival there are few that are not traumatic, though of course a happy transition is not the stuff of gripping autobiography, and not likely to have been sent to me. They are, in any case, recollections of events that happened decades before, often mediated in therapy or smoothed and rounded by repeated telling. That does

not make them worthless: they are revealing, vivid and often tragic. ‘Robin’, who was at my school, Ashdown House, wrote this to me:



I was eight nearly nine and without exaggeration can remember the day as if it were yesterday when I experienced my major trauma. I remember being left at the top of the driveway near the School Gate and waving goodbye to my Mum as a young boy and being overwhelmed by a feeling of abandonment. Wondering why I was left in the countryside prep school with adults I knew nothing about, also with their Christianity and at times ‘scatty or unconventional behaviour’! After leaving my childhood behind and actually being in England that first term when my youngest sibling was born. She was born in Hong Kong. I felt replaced.



Robin has spent more than a quarter of his life in mental institutions. He sees the fracture at the gates of Ashdown as the moment his life took the turn that brought him, unwilling, to where he is as a middle-aged man: ill and incomplete, ‘unable to trust, unable to love’. For others, luckier, the horror of the break marks the beginning of similarly extraordinary lives, some more happily lived. But the shock remains and reverberates. So does the anger at the careless adults who chose a child’s iron fate in a fit of whimsy. Here’s Rupert Everett in his autobiography saying goodbye to his mother at the age of seven:



‘Darling,’ she said, as she unprised my hand from hers, her voice carefully casual, ‘we’ll probably go while you’re having tea so I’ll kiss you goodbye now.’ She stumbled into the car and shut the door. I looked down at the

tears splashing on to my shoes: new sandals from Startrite. Last week I had loved them, but now they were just another part of the plot against me. I couldn’t look up. I didn’t want to see the betrayal in my mother’s eyes . . .

‘What are you looking at darling?’ She was crying and her mascara had run.

‘My shoes,’ I said. And I looked up, but the car had already moved off.



The first boarding school boy to describe the arrival was the novelist William Thackeray. In 1817, aged five and accompanied by his four-year-old cousin, he left his parents in Calcutta to go to boarding school in Southampton. This was quite normal practice for the children of British colonials; in the 1930s my aunt and her sister, also in India, were dispatched to board at the ages of four and six. In 1860, with dozens of new boarding schools opening, Thackeray was still ruminating on the effect of sending young children away from home.



Perhaps I recollect driving down (with a certain trunk and carpet-bag on the box) with my own mother to the end of the avenue, where we waited – only a few minutes – until the whirring wheels of that ‘Defiance’ coach were heard rolling towards us as certain as death. Twang goes the horn; up goes the trunk; down come the steps. Bah! I see the autumn evening: I hear the wheels now: I smart the cruel smart again: and, boy or man, have never been able to bear the sight of people parting from their children.



Thackeray used his experiences at a succession of brutal

schools in his fiction. In private letters, he told of years where his only hope lay in dreams of his mother. ‘That first night at school – hard bed, hard words, strange boys bullying, and laughing, and jarring you with their hateful merriment – as for the first night at a strange school, we most of us remember what THAT is,’ he wrote in a magazine article. I wonder if some of the fathers who avoided taking their children back to school did so not through indifference, but for fear of the memories the trip might trigger.



The first insult remains vivid, just as key to the narrative as the first arrival. Like being strip-searched on arrival in a prison or the initiation rituals for Army recruits, a violent affront to justice or normality drives the transition from the familiar to the new. ‘I think the school knew our spirit had to be broken,’ a correspondent writes. Often, the stories are of the shock of bad food – the clot of cold fat, the incomprehensible meat, outraged hunger. These are usually told, looking back, as comedy. But familiar, edible food, as any parent knows, is central to a child’s comfort.

The first bedtime stands out, too: at home it was a time of stories and hugs, of warmth and security. At Ashdown, bed was not safe or warm. After lights-out that first night, the dormitory captain explained that the belt would be used not just to punish for crying, but for any noise at all, including a creak from a bedspring. It is not just the fear but the affront that adults remember. ‘I arrived at Hazelgrove House preparatory school in 1958, aged eight years,’ writes one of my correspondents. ‘My first-night highlight was having all the toy cars l had put on my dormitory bed to share and play with thrown out of the window. Another “new boy” started on the same day as me, with a

bed-wetting problem. A little sympathy would have helped him . . . The matron angrily ripping his urine-soaked sheet off his bed one morning, rubbing his tear-stained face in it, though, did not help.’

The adults were often more avid than the children in the ritual of shocking the novices. The actor Selina Cadell told me of her first day at Bedales in 1961, aged eight.



My first memory, as I watched my parents drive away, unsure when I would see them again, was of the Matron of the Girls’ Dorms handing me a tall glass of milk. Minutes before this my mother had answered her question: ‘Is there anything Selina doesn’t like?’ with the simple word ‘milk’. Assuming of course that she had somehow misunderstood, I gently explained that milk made me sick.

‘I don’t care what it does, you will not leave this room until you drink it,’ came the response.

I started to drink, slowly. To my surprise the Matron produced a pair of scissors at this point and started to cut off my hair. It was quite long. She cut it quite short. I was sick on the carpet. I had to clear up the mess, the vomit and my hair, before I was taken to my dorm.

I cried all night, that first night. But the abuse I received and the threat of violence from the bullies in my dorm soon altered that. My crying went inside.



Thackeray’s memoir stands out, not just because he was the first to tell the story, but because, unlike many of the others, he stood by his experience. Most memoirists of schooldays use the harsh stories of their first days or years as an antiphon, the necessary prelude to happier times. It makes for a neat plot, and tells how we matured and learned

not to complain, to despise self-pity. But Thackeray never used the wry humour and self-deprecation that colours so many of the accounts. He does not gloss his misery, or turn it into something useful.

There are some stories of children bouncing into the school with a joy that never deflated. But it seems clear that there were few children for whom the first separation was not an elemental shock. The parting is a necessary rite in life’s journey, obviously enough. A door closes, another opens. Separations are the pivots in the great Victorian novels that fed the imaginations of twentieth-century British children. For the many people who now look back in pain or wonder at childhoods spent with strangers, that initial forced severing is the beginning of a story that, decades later, many, including me, are still trying to unravel and understand.

* Pilkington was a prep school headmaster: he became the model for the villainous Captain Hook of Peter Pan.

** In 2016 there were 4,809 children at primary level boarding schools in the Independent Schools Council, which represents 80 per cent of them all.






2. The rise of the prep school

The most common driving factor is tradition – obeying it, or buying into it. I come from a long line of boarders. Eleven generations of my mother’s family, hereditary chiefs of a Scottish clan, have left their valley in Ayrshire to seek an education; until my generation came along any other course would have been unthinkable to the class that ran Scotland, then Britain and then the Empire. My father’s family – just three generations of boarders – are more typical. They were of the aspirational class of newly wealthy Britons who seized on the private boarding school system with such certain enthusiasm a century or so ago.

At the beginning of the nineteenth century the Rentons were shopkeepers in Edinburgh’s Canongate and their children attended the city’s day-schools; at the beginning of the twentieth, my grandfather and his two brothers were at fashionable English boarding preparatory schools, being ‘prepared’ for Harrow. Like thousands of others, the family had prospered in the age of British industrialisation and imperial wealth; clever investments in Ceylon tea plantations had transplanted them from Edinburgh’s Old Town to an estate in Bedfordshire and a house in London’s Knightsbridge. My great-grandfather James Renton became wealthy and powerful planting and selling tea, but he retained the strong Edinburgh accent that betrayed his beginnings. Like many others, he turned to the schools

to add polish that would ease the children up the social ladder – though, for my great-uncle Noel that brought no more than a lieutenancy in a fashionable regiment followed by death on the Western Front in 1915. He was not quite twenty-one.

Private boarding schools as we know them today were born in a nineteenth-century boom fuelled by this vast new middle class: people like the Rentons. Between the 1840s and the 1870s the ancient schools used by the British elite – Rugby, Eton, Harrow, Winchester and a few others – were forced into a series of gradual reforms that would make them into a model for education in Britain – and far beyond – for the next century or more. All of these were practical. The most important was the introduction of age limits, rules and entrance exams, a way to put some order into institutions that were then notorious for violence, anarchy and remarkably high death-rates. In the ‘bearpit’ that was eighteenth-century Eton, six-year-olds often lived and learned alongside man-pupils as old as twenty. The school’s youngest-ever student, the illegitimate child of the Earl of Pembroke and a lover, Kitty Hunter, started aged four in 1766. The boy was entered as a pupil under the name Augustus Retnuh Reebkomp. It cannot have taken the older children long to decipher the anagrams of his parents’ names.

These systems became standard when state education began to be formalised in Britain at the end of the century, giving us the primary and secondary school system that operates in most of the world. Meanwhile, in the latter half of the nineteenth century, dozens of new fee-charging secondary schools – Liverpool College, Brighton College, the Glasgow and Edinburgh Academies, Fettes, Marlborough and Radley – had started, largely because there was not

room in the more ancient ones for the newly rich middle class that wanted to buy their sons – and a few daughters – entry to the establishment. These were instant ancient institutions. They deliberately aped the structures of the grand old schools in their rituals, discipline and even their architecture. They too needed a supply of ‘prepared’ thirteen-year-olds.

To get to one of the ‘public’ schools – so called because they had been set up by statute, and were recognised in law – it was necessary to have been made ready; hence the preparatory or private schools, private because anyone could open one. In the 1920s, 240 such schools prepared boys for entry to the naval colleges, where they would become cadets and then officers. Until the 1960s both prep and public schools, with the exception of a few urban ones like West London’s St Paul’s, were almost entirely for boarders.

Sleeping and living at the schools came about by necessity. Most of the class that used them, before the great expansion of the nineteenth century, lived in ancestral homes spread across rural Britain. The children had either to be tutored at home or to go away. But the separation soon became hallowed practice, and the new junior schools demanded the same. They had to ‘prepare’ children for both the demands of the curriculum and the rigours of communal, single-sex boarding life. Besides, boarding made money for the teachers who supplied the beds and food; even in the most expensive schools, staff were appallingly ill-paid up until the late twentieth century. Throughout their history the schools have shown genius in turning what makes economic and practical sense into ethos, the ingredients of the magic formula for educating the British elite. Thus recruiting older children to do the job of keeping control of the younger gave rise to the

time-honoured roles of prefect and fagmaster. Cost-saving solutions became the means of instilling virtues such as bravery, resilience and – a much-used term – ‘manliness’. Hence the use of fear and violence to ensure discipline became as much a part of the spell as freezing dormitories and disgusting food – all good for shaping the man to be.

The private school business was a goldmine. It was an easy way for a man with an education and some talent at charming parents to set himself up. By the late nineteenth century there were 700 recognised preparatory schools feeding the public schools, both new and old, though only 11 of those existed for girls. In 1981 there were reported to be 570, typically with a hundred or so pupils each, most of them boarding.



The Fergussons, my mother’s ancient family, sent their children off to ensure the family’s continued membership of the establishment. James Renton and many others – then and now – sent his children away to acquire the social polish that would allow them to join it. It would not do to have the children enter the public schools with a rural accent, the most vivid signal that they were from outside the Upper Ten Thousand, as the late Victorian elite liked to call themselves. Why were the newly rich businessmen of the Lancashire mills sending their children south to expensive schools, wondered the Taunton Commission, set up by the government in 1864 to examine the public schools. It was so that ‘they may lose their northern tongue . . . and be quite away from home influences’.

There were other, less-voiced concerns. Not least was the threat Victorians called ‘beastliness’. The historian Jonathan Gathorne-Hardy writes that the period of great growth in prep schools coincided with a panic about

morality in the public schools: ‘it seemed imperative to remove from the lustful hands of eighteen-year-olds the lovely little boys of nine and ten’. But just as strong was another ‘moral’ pressure: to remove boys from the ‘softening’ influence of mothers and home.

The task was not all about forming the ‘character’ of the young girls and boys, though that word comes first in the headmasters’ treatises. There was work to be done in the classroom, especially as the public schools began selective entrance exams. Mathematics was of some importance, sciences were not. The children chiefly needed to know the Bible and the ancient languages. Education at the public schools – and many of the grammar schools that aped them – remained primarily a matter of learning Latin and Greek until the 1950s. It was still important in getting scholarships until the 1980s.

It was generally held, and certainly so at Ashdown House when I was there, that unless you started Latin at eight or nine you had no chance of progressing through the system. Ancient Greek began a year later, and was also compulsory. One account of preparatory schooling in 1817 has boys being taught Latin at five years old and Greek at six. At Ashdown, we in the top form being prepared for scholarship exams at twelve were expected to be able to translate, flawlessly, any piece of English into Latin – and have a go at verse, too. Friday’s Latin prose classes, taken by Billy Williamson, were punctuated by the furious thwacking of his cane on our desks, and sometimes on us.

Latin made Winston Churchill’s first day at St George’s, Ascot, aged seven, a terrifying one. After his mother had gone, a master took him to a room, gave him a book and ordered him to learn the first declension of the noun mensa, a table. The year is 1882. The future prime minister

had never read or spoken Latin before, but he nevertheless memorised what was set out before him, a familiar litany to many of his readers: mensa, a table; mensa, O table; mensam, a table; mensae, of a table; mensae, to or for a table; mensa, by, with or from a table.

When the teacher came back the young Winston gabbled this off, and then asked, as any bright seven-year-old might, ‘What does it mean, sir?’



‘It means what it says. Mensa, a table. Mensa is a noun of the First Declension. There are five declensions. You have learnt the singular of the First Declension.’

‘But,’ I repeated, ‘what does it mean?’

‘Mensa means a table.’

‘Then why does mensa also mean O table?’

‘Mensa, O table, is the vocative case . . . you would use that in addressing a table, in invoking a table . . . You would use it in speaking to a table.’

‘But I never do,’ I blurted out in honest amazement.

‘If you are impertinent, you will be punished, and punished, let me tell you, very severely,’ was his conclusive rejoinder.

Such was my first introduction to the classics from which, I have been told, many of our cleverest men have derived so much solace and profit.



Like many a boarding school memoirist, Churchill is wry: his biographers verify that the severe punishment was a real threat. Churchill was whipped for damaging the head-master’s hat and for taking sugar from a pantry. ‘Flogging with the birch in accordance with the Eton fashion was a great feature of the curriculum,’ he wrote, explaining that two or three times a month the whole school was made to

gather to listen to the screams of one or more offenders being ‘flogged until they bled freely’. Other pupils from the time told tales of the sexualised sadism of the headmaster, the Reverend Henry Sneyd-Kynnersley. He is said to have died, aged just thirty-eight, while flogging one of his charges.

The young Churchill was truly miserable. In his memoir he writes of a ‘life of anxiety’: after two years he was taken away, ill, perhaps after a nervous breakdown. One report has it that the rescue came after his nanny saw the purple marks from a flogging on Winston’s bottom, and, outraged, showed these to his American mother, Jennie.

Lord and Lady Churchill had chosen St George’s for their boy because it was ‘the most fashionable and expensive’ school in the country – criteria that still count for much today. My parents selected Ashdown House. Years later, I asked them why. Because it was not too far away, they said, and because some neighbours’ children had done well there. It had, too, a reputation for getting children into Eton, where my father had been a scholar. The school’s entry in the Public Schools Yearbook for 1973 boasts of winning 150 scholarships in thirty-two years, and offering, as extras, carpentry, archery and boxing and an outdoor swimming pool. It was also smarter – and more expensive – than most.



The 1960s were the high age of the boarding prep school: in 1967, over 60,000 children, a quarter of them girls, were attending them. Most of the schools were private companies, usually owned by the headmaster, until the late 1980s, when independent inspection at last became something near rigorous. One prep school teacher who served in the 1960s and 1970s told me that inspections were all

about the head’s relationship with the local education authority; if that was smooth – and it was easy to make it so, with gifts to the inspector – warnings were given to the school well ahead of the day, giving time to polish up the premises and the pupils. The system demanded a lot of trust and complicity from its customers, the parents.

Ashdown House is typical. It was founded by William Randall Lee in Brighton in 1843, two years before the town’s own public school, Brighton College, opened, with a firm rule of accepting only ‘gentlemen’. The same family, and their spouses, ran the school until 1930. The Lees were successful. Arthur Lee, William’s son, taught ‘peers innumerable’, according to the obituary of him published in the Morning Post in 1897, along with the children of generals and the Duke of Genoa. Lee did well enough to move the school in 1886 from a terrace in Brighton to the Georgian house beside Ashdown Forest that I first saw in 1969. It had been put up, in 1794, on top of a Tudor manor house, by the architect who would build Washington’s Capitol Building and the columned front of the White House. The elegant portico that welcomed us into the school spoke of grand democratic credentials.

Traces of the earlier Ashdown House School are few. A couple of memoirs from the 1930s talk of a small and ‘brutal’ establishment, with a number of ‘possible sadists’ as teachers, including Arthur Evill, the headmaster. He wielded a three-foot cane on the boys. In his autobiography, the journalist Hugh Massingberd says that his father had been ‘emotionally scarred by the sadistic cruelty of the appropriately named Mr Evill’. None of this stands out from the average account of boarding school life at the time. Evill’s descendants were children at the school when I arrived in 1969.


In those accounts, the school and its activities sound just as they were fifty years later. Boys played on the school golf course ‘among the cowpats’, the swimming pool was cold and slimy, the teachers got the best food. An ex-sergeant took the children for physical jerks twice a week and piled them in tiers to form human pyramids while delivering ‘moral lectures’. One of his homilies stuck with the writer and adventurer Desmond Fitzgerald, who went aged eight in 1925: ‘Duty is duty and duty must be done,’ said the sergeant.

Like so many of the memoirists, Fitzgerald is keen for us to know how cruel the regime was and how frightened he had been. But, equally, readers should not think this did him any harm. He despises those who attribute ‘their subsequent errant behaviour’ to brutal boarding schools and sadistic teachers. ‘I confess to some irritation at the current fashion to blame everyone and everything but yourself for your faults.’ Arthur Evill, he says, despite his practice of ‘wigging’ the boys by tugging the short hair in front of their ears, succeeded in doing what he was paid to do: ‘get the boys into public school’. Fitzgerald went on to Wellington College, where he usually had to stay at school during the holidays as well, ‘my family being in Kenya’. He went home once in ten years of boarding. If you believe his memoir, this was just fine.

The man I met on the gravel in 1969, Billy Williamson, had taken over Ashdown shortly after the Second World War. One of his pupils in the early 1940s, when he taught at a school called Wellesley House, was the publisher Anthony Blond. In a memoir, he described Williamson as a ‘magic man’, a brilliant teacher. Blond says Williamson was ‘in love, as teachers have to be (without being practising pederasts) if they are to stay sane, with the concept

of “boy” – and some specimens more than others.’ Williamson was a keen flogger of their ‘bare bottoms’, but the pupils liked their master no less. He married the mother of one of the Wellesley House pupils, and, with her money, bought Ashdown from its previous headmaster’s widow.

By the time my parents met him, Ashdown’s numbers had doubled and it had a waiting list, though the private company was still, as Williamson’s successor told me, always on the edge of bankruptcy. This, he explained, was why such poor-quality teachers were so often hired – ‘we were desperate!’ In my time, these men would often leave abruptly, amid shocking gossip. However shaky the finances, Ashdown charged well above the average for the time, and my parents were also planning to send my four younger siblings to boarding school. In 1969, a year there cost £600 (£9,500 in 2017 terms). But today full boarding at Ashdown House costs over £26,000.






3. ‘What were the mothers thinking?’

It’s going to really, really crucify me but I feel that it’s a sacrifice I’m making and I’m hoping that in the future it will prove to be for April’s benefit.

Sandra Ross tells a 2010 TV documentary how she feels about her eight-year-old’s departure to boarding school, subsidised by the British Army


If you tell these stories today, outside the milieu that used and still uses the boarding schools, it is the mothers that people wonder about first. How could they have done it? How could they part with children so small, give them up to the care of strangers? And then ignore their distress? Today, when maternal love is seen as absolute and inviolable – at least in contrast to men’s unreliable instincts – it is near-unthinkable that educated, empowered women could abandon a young child voluntarily.

Yet, in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, hundreds of thousands of middle-class mothers did, and there is no shortage of explanations. Culture, a dominant patriarchy, social pressure and the lack of education for so many women, even in the middle and upper classes, are all blamed. I’ve been told that previous generations of women did not love children as we do today, or that the upper class had sentimentality bred out of them. I have heard an eminent Jungian psychoanalyst – an Old Etonian and

a specialist in ex-boarders with psychological problems – account for it all with the Oedipus myth and women’s ‘underlying hatred of their sons’. That seems inadequate. For a start, what about the girls? Fifty thousand were boarding at the height of the industry in the late 1960s.

Many mothers will pass the blame for the decision to board to their children, even today. ‘I just couldn’t bear the idea – I’d hated my boarding school. But she just insisted,’ the mother of a ten-year-old at a smart Midlands prep school told me recently. ‘Harry Potter did it, of course. And while I was in bits, still am really, she has never looked back. Desperate for the start of each term. It’s quite hurtful!’ Children have begged to go to boarding school ever since Tom Brown’s School Days, the first propagandising novel, was published in 1847. But, equally, parents plant thoughts in children’s minds; we help them come round to what we really want them to do. And if they have agreed, that helps with the parental guilt, should anything go wrong. Naturally, children who have been told they are going to have a lovely time at a holiday camp with a few lessons find it very hard even to tell the most kind and open mother or father that they got it wrong.

Some parents seem simply to have abandoned their children. That cruelty bites deep. One of my correspondents, Clare, told me: ‘I went to boarding school aged seven in the sixties and after receiving no letters from my parents most of the first term plucked up the courage to ask to see the Head. I asked her if my parents had died and no one had told me. She explained they had busy lives. As they lived abroad I saw them at most ten weeks a year thereafter. I never forgot that: learning how unimportant I was to them.’

Even today, prep school teachers tell of having to cater

for those left behind at holidays, the children whose parents were overseas and unable to make arrangements, or those that had simply been forgotten. A man who went to Ashdown in the 1970s told me recently that his mother only ever came once to take him out. ‘She didn’t think it was necessary; she was tough and thought we should be too. I was her third child and I think she just wasn’t very interested in me.’ On the sole occasion she did come, she opened the car door to a similar-looking boy, said, ‘Come on, hurry up and get in,’ and drove off with him. It wasn’t until she reached the end of the school drive that the child was able to tell her she’d made a mistake. He laughs heartily as he tells the story: ‘Of course, when she came back, it was all my fault.’

From the other side of the school door, it is not hard to find some dry-eyed scepticism about parents and, indeed, the strength of parental love. Boarding school housemasters and housemistresses
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