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    Note on this edition


    Abuse of Trust by Mark D’Arcy and Paul Gosling was first published in paperback by Bowerdean Publishing in 1998 (ISBN: 0906097304). It was widely praised by social work professionals for exploring the failures exposed, and lessons learnt, by Frank Beck’s rampage through Leicestershire’s care system in the 1970s and 1980s. By 2016, however, the binding of many copies had collapsed and the book had become hard to find in print. Canbury Press (www.canburypress.com) is reprinting ​Abuse of Trust to ensure its survival as a permanent record of what happened. An epilogue examines significant new information about the behaviour of the Labour MP ​Greville Janner. The text has not otherwise been updated: contemporary references relate to the original publication date of 1998. The rights of Mark D’Arcy and Paul Gosling to be identified as the authors of this work have been asserted in accordance with Section 77 of the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988


    ​​Introduction


    ‘You rot in hell Becky!’ The shout came from one of his victims, caught in the scrum of photographers and TV cameramen who jostled around the prison bus, struggling to capture the definitive image of a proven monster. Until then, the impassive, gaunt figure who was the object of their attention had ignored them, staring straight ahead as the cameras flashed and the ​TV lights glared in his eyes. Now he extended two defiant fingers and allowed himself a grim smile. It was an impressive display of self control by a man who had just been sentenced to five terms of life imprisonment. Then the bus was through the cordon of press photographers, the shouting died away, and that was the last glimpse the outside world ever had of ​Frank Beck, the most serious institutional child abuser in British criminal history.


    Beck was indeed a remarkable man. For 13 years he committed acts of ​rape, ​violence and ​emotional abuse against vulnerable boys and girls who were sent by ​Leicestershire County Council to the children’s homes where he was in charge. There is strong evidence to suggest that he killed one of them. That wasn’t known – although it was suspected by a few – at the time of his trial. But the five life sentences, plus 24 years, he received for his crimes in 1991 were among the harshest punishments ordered by a British judge since the abolition of the death penalty.


    The abuse was brutal, even bestial. The consequences for the victims were in many cases devastating. To this day, they live with a legacy of emotional problems and physical scars. Yet this was a man who enjoyed a high professional reputation as a committed, caring social worker. A man whose novel approach to therapy for troubled children was featured in articles in professional journals and on a TV documentary. A man whose abilities with children had come to be seen as indispensable to the ​child care system in Leicestershire.


    What came to be called the Beck case combined all the elements seen separately in other cases. At the centre there was a charismatic abuser who had drawn lesser acolytes into his orbit. They practised a dangerous and damaging ​quack therapy on vulnerable children. There was systematic sexual abuse and terrifying violence – all accompanied by an almost unbelievable catalogue of negligence and failure by some managers and politicians. Even Beck’s trial and conviction were not the end. They merely marked the start of a new phase of official investigations, press recrimination, and a long drawn out legal battle for compensation for the victims.


    There are lessons to he drawn from every aspect of Frank Beck’s career: about the survival of such a man in a position of trust for more than a decade; about attitudes toward delinquent, disturbed or simply unwanted children; and about the interplay between the council, the courts and the media as the full extent of the scandal emerged.


    The extent of management failure in the Beck case is startling. It took complacency and ineptitude on an epic scale to ignore a string of credible and detailed complaints against Beck. They almost invariably disappeared into a bureaucratic limbo while he continued abusing children. Year after year, children ran away from Beck’s children’s homes, telling the police who caught them about the abuse Beck was inflicting on them – but the allegations were usually ignored and the children returned to Beck’s abusive care. If anyone had listened, Beck could have been caught many years before his eventual arrest.


    These children were supposed to be ‘in care’, sent there by the courts, their families or social services. Some were out of control, engaged in crime, substance abuse or prostitution. Some were disturbed, often because they had already fallen victim to child abusers. Some were just unfortunate and had been placed with Beck because ​officialdom had nowhere else to put them. But in practice, council care gave them no effective protection from their council ‘carers’. No one outside really knew what was happening to them – no one believed them if they talked. In the closed world of ​The Beeches and the other homes Beck managed, children could be raped or seduced, beaten senseless, or subjected to painful and humiliating ‘treatments’ which, one psychologist later said, amounted to torture. In cases like this the focus is on the sexual abuse, but the long term psychological damage inflicted by the systematic violence, including the terrifying restraint techniques used by Beck and others, could be just as serious.


    Beck’s crimes were well publicised at the time of his trial, in 1991. ​Leicestershire County Council’s management failures were the subject of a major inquiry. Police mistakes were investigated by a second inquiry. But the specialised nature of a criminal trial and of the inquiries meant that the story of Beck in its entirety – of his co-abusers, of the aftermath of his trial and the sufferings of his victims – remained untold.


    This book examines all these issues. It reveals problems that are still unresolved. With new abuse scandals emerging almost weekly, a clearer understanding of the nature of abuse and abusers, as well as of the management failings which allow such crimes to take place, is essential. Another theme is the political fallout from such cases. As long forgotten policy decisions, police investigations and management actions were scrutinised, there were careers to protect, as well as political and institutional interests. The Beck revelations posed a serious threat to a number of senior politicians and managers within ​Leicestershire County Council who stood accused of failing to stop him. Leicestershire’s social services department had to rebuild shattered public confidence, and the county council itself faced the prospect of footing a multi-million pound compensation bill. On the margins, at times almost forgotten, were the victims, who wanted their day in court and retribution against those who had failed to protect them. They were to be sadly disillusioned by the legal process.


    Some of the victims of Beck and the other Leicestershire abusers now live apparently normal, even successful lives. Others were shattered by their experiences, descending into substance abuse, self-mutilation and crime. Four Beck victims are ​convicted murderers. Others have killed themselves. Some are likely to spend their lives in prisons or mental hospitals. Some, perhaps, were always doomed to a miserable life. But they were supposed to be receiving help. Instead they were abused. It was as if a hospital casualty unit had begun torturing its patients.


    The sheer misery they suffered is hard to imagine. The continuing distress many of them endure is painful to see. When the truth of what happened to them emerged, many found the battle for compensation more like an extension of their abuse. Care for difficult children had become an unfashionable backwater – a faraway country of which managers, policy makers, and ultimately voters, knew nothing. While that remains true – and it is still true – other Frank Becks will flourish.


    ​CHAPTER ONE
 Beck: the man,
 the career


    ‘An unstable, macho, charismatic oddball.’
– ​Brian Waller, Leicestershire’s Director of Social Services, 1987-97.


    ​Frank Beck cut an unlikely figure for a social worker. He was tough, uncompromising and very, very strong. His arms were as thick as the thighs of the children in his care. If you did not know he had been a marine who had seen active service, you might have guessed. But if you were unaware that he was a social worker, then you were in for a shock.


    Faced with resistance, Beck became extraordinarily awkward, sometimes to the point of threatening violence. He had a short fuse, and few people crossed him twice. Though Beck did not hit the people he worked with, he instilled an absolute fear in them – a ​terror based more on his capacity to dominate everyone in his orbit than on his physical strength.


    Beck was not a tall man, but he kept himself very fit. A picture of him, taken at the height of his power and professional reputation, shows a burly figure in a sweater, exuding power and energy. He is posed outside ​The Beeches children’s home, staring at the camera with a curiously menacing confidence. The picture captures something of his physical presence. Beck was broad across the shoulders, and had a thick set face, with a square chin. But the most striking feature was his eyes. Unruly children in his care were brought to order by a single piercing glance. Some later spoke of his eyes having a hypnotic effect – certainly they were a key element in his control over them.


    A physical ‘presence’ was no disadvantage in dealing with these children. Some were there for no worse reason than their families had broken down, or their parents could no longer cope, and there was nowhere else to go to. Others, though, were hardened criminals and substance abusers before they had even become teenagers. These were tough nuts to crack, and only Frank Beck ever came close to cracking them.


    Kids who had been regular runaways from Leicestershire children’s homes became remarkably well-behaved in Frank Beck’s care. Repeated criminal offending often ended when the youngsters were given to Frank Beck, and his bosses were very impressed. It became clear soon after Beck was employed by Leicestershire County Council in 1973 that this man had something special about him.


    In short, Frank Beck was about as far away as it is possible to get from the society stereotype of a paedophile – this was no wimp who had never matured physically or mentally beyond adolescence. ​Lawrie Simpkin, a former Executive Editor of the ​Leicester Mercury, who knew most significant politicians in the county, was astonished at the sexual allegations against Beck: ‘In some ways I wouldn’t have been surprised if he had been accused of cruelty, or even raping a girl – but boys? I was utterly surprised. I had never had any inkling that he was a homosexual.’


    Beck did not fit the stereotype of a gay man any more than he fitted that of the paedophile. There are, though, indications that he had sexual contact with men many years before working with boys in children’s homes. He told the court during his trial that while in the marines he was regularly involved in group masturbation sessions with other servicemen. But in Beck’s view there was nothing ​homosexual about this.


    So what made Beck into a ​child abuser? One story, told by Beck to his friends, was that he had been abused by a stranger on a train, at the age of 12 or 13. He spoke on other occasions, more vaguely, of having been abused as a child, hinting at something more upsetting having been done by someone close to him. Certainly child abuse is most damaging when it continues over a long period of time and is perpetrated by a parent figure – the role that Beck himself adopted to children in his care – but abusers often falsely claim to have been victims as children in order to mitigate responsibility for their later behaviour.


    Beck seduced and emotionally abused adult social workers, which does not suggest merely a sexual fixation on children – even if the social workers were mostly younger and junior to him. It suggests something much more complex – more concerned with power than sex. ‘What he was really about,’ one of the victims was to say years later, ‘was the mind games. Forget the sex and the violence. Frank Beck really got his kicks from ​dominating those around him, from getting inside their heads.’


    ​Dr Masud Hoghughi, a clinical and forensic psychologist who examined many of Beck’s victims, said they reminded him of the Bosnian torture victims he had worked with. His interviews with the victims suggested that Beck was ‘an ​aggressive psychopath, whose aim was to dominate others, who relished and revelled in inflicting hurt on others. It was systematic, purposive infliction of hurt, to master another person. That demands selecting a weak person and selecting their weakest point, and constantly assaulting it until they give in. To call the result a serious trauma underestimates it; they can never be put back together again’. Beck not only had a strong enough personality to do such things; he was also capable of dominating weaker colleagues, luring some of them into abusing children, sexually and physically.


    Beck’s background offers few clues to his later behaviour. He was born in ​Salisbury and raised in ​Thornton Heath, South London, the son of a train driver. Beck was the youngest of five children, in a family that moved three times before he was five. According to his sister ​Mabel, the family member he was closest to, it was a happy childhood. He left school – a secondary modern – with no qualifications and spent three years working on a farm. Suddenly he announced he was joining the ​Royal Marines.


    His nine years’ service in the Marines was as apparently unremarkable as his childhood. He completed the gruelling Marine commando training course, served in ​Borneo and ​Aden and rose to the rank of Sergeant. According to his sister, he emerged with an honourable discharge and campaign medals and was offered officer training. A social worker at one of Beck’s homes, ​Robert Erskine, was later to describe how Beck boasted of interrogating prisoners in Aden, and claimed that MI6 had wanted to recruit him when he left the Marines.


    But his service career was not a straightforward tale of macho soldiering. Much later, Beck said he had been bullied because of a soft and effeminate manner or what passed for one in the Marines – and, bizarrely, for ​cross-dressing. He recalled that there had been frequent blatant sexual activity between men. Beck said that he chose what he saw as a ‘masculine’ occupation because he had been brought up in a female-dominated environment. It is possible that all this could indicate a confusion of sexuality, but most people who engage in such activities do not go on to become serial child abusers and rapists. Whatever made Frank Beck what he subsequently became, there was more to it than this.


    There was a brief marriage, in the late 1960s, which his sister called a marriage of convenience, to Anna, a Czech woman; they were just good friends and it allowed her to stay in Britain. Years later, in 1987, there was a second marriage, as clinical as the first, to ​Alexandra Seale-Waithe, a black woman, who Beck first met as a social work student. Later she employed Beck at Brent council in North London at a time when Beck was under suspicion of being an abuser. If the first marriage was convenient for ​Anna from ​Czechoslovakia, the second was equally convenient for Beck, and helped to lift some of the doubts over his sexuality. But it was never something that Beck took seriously, and the couple separated after a few weeks, though they remained good friends. Seale-Waithe was subsequently to tell the police that Beck was gay, and not really interested in sex with her. The marriage does underline, though, Beck’s ability as a charmer – something reported by his friends who say he could win over the people he wanted to.


    Beck’s second marriage highlights another contradiction of his life. He was capable of the crudest racist ranting against children and staff at his homes. One Asian woman was frequently and publicly described by Beck as ‘a Paki’, and black children were picked on by him. Yet two of his closest friendships were with people of African origin – Seale-Waithe and ​Nick Adjinka, who loyally worked with Beck, and who ran a business with Beck in 1987 between Beck’s employment by Leicestershire and Brent councils. The best explanation is provided by ​Nasreen Akram, who was employed in one of Beck’s homes as a social worker. Beck picked on any perceived weakness, she said, whether it was a stutter or ​racial difference, and used it to undermine a person, to humiliate and embarrass them, to reinforce his psychological advantage over everyone he knew.


    Friends, though, were inspired to tremendous loyalty by Beck, despite his persistent cruelty to others. One of his regular visitors to prison, while on remand and after sentencing, was described by one of Beck’s friends as his ‘third wife’, who visited him every week for years on end, and wanted to marry him. When Beck eventually died in prison she even extracted from the prison authorities the clothes he was wearing when he died, and put them to bed with her and slept with them.


    Many other friends remained loyal to the end, and after. ​Pilar Munos was a Spanish woman who found herself alone and friendless in Leicester when she split from her husband in very unpleasant circumstances. She remembers Beck with respect. ‘Frank Beck had a very strong need to help people,’ explained Munos. ‘He definitely did good for people.’


    When her marriage finished, Ms Munos paid Beck £7 a week for several weeks to give her counselling sessions. She phoned him every day for advice. ‘His behaviour with me was absolutely impeccable, and that was over three or four years,’ she said. ‘My younger brother died and while I was in Spain [sorting out family affairs] Frank Beck looked after my daughter. He was fine with her. He was not a father figure to me, or a friend, he was a bit of everything. He always portrayed himself to me as 100 per cent male, not interested sexually in men. He was a very strong man with a stubborn nature. He was very arrogant sometimes. You had to laugh at it. He knew more than anybody, he could see through anybody. The temptation to be God is big for everybody.’ It was a temptation that Beck regularly yielded to.


    ‘He always took the mickey out of me because I thought the answers were in books, and he thought the answers were in myself,’ continued Ms Munos. ‘He had thought so much about himself, inside himself.’ Beck once told her that anyone was capable of committing appalling acts and he would not sit in judgement over people who did. It is interesting to speculate, with hindsight, how much his own experience informed that comment.


    In prison, Beck regularly gave counselling sessions to other inmates. Just as he had been a social worker in the outside world, giving genuine support and advice to the many children he did not abuse, so, too, Beck became an unofficial social worker to those fellow prisoners who chose to socialise with him. Beck’s defence solicitor, ​Oliver D’Sa, remembers the first time he met Beck. ‘He made an immediate impression on me. I was struck that here was a very intelligent man. Even in prison, amongst rule 43s [convicted sex offenders], he began counselling other people in prison, in ​Whitemoor and ​Gartree.’


    But if Beck was capable of charm, friendship and generosity, he was also capable of venomous hatred. He despised organised religion, and told his children to keep clear of the ​Church. He described the police as ‘pigs and bastards’, which went down well with the children in his care with a criminal record. Despite his ​marriages and close friendships with women, he was also an outrageous ​misogynist. On one occasion he told children ‘women are only good in bed or in the kitchen’. Another time he said that children were in his care because of ‘bad mothering’, and that meant that only men should be involved in rearing them inside children’s homes.


    

    Beck the politician


    Beck’s politics were another mass of contradictions. He told the children they should become anarchists, that the ​Queen should be shot, that ​Maggie Thatcher was useless, and that the only good government was in the ​Soviet Union. Yet he rose to a powerful position within the ​Leicestershire Liberal Party, most of whose members believed none of these things.


    In 1981 Beck joined the ​Liberals, and became active in local politics in ​Blaby, a suburb to the west of Leicester, which contained both ​The Beeches children’s home, which he managed, and his own modest house in a quiet suburban close. In 1983 he won a seat on ​Blaby District Council, defending it successfully in 1987. While employed by ​Leicestershire County Council he was not allowed to stand for election to that council, though he regularly attended the Liberals’ county group meetings as an informal social services advisor to their councillors. But after he left the county council’s employment, he did stand for election in his home ward, ​Braunstone, in the 1989 county elections. At the time of his arrest, later in 1989, he was even being considered by the ​Liberal Democrats for nomination as a magistrate, according to a senior party figure.


    Liberal Party colleagues remember him as a strong councillor who was influential on a number of occasions – once almost single-handedly forcing officials to change the route of a proposed road. He also kept his ward Liberal Party going. ‘Frank Beck was the chairman and driving force in Braunstone branch,’ recalled ​David Pollard, a long standing Blaby Liberal and Liberal Democrat councillor.


    Top council officials were naturally uncomfortable about the political links between Beck and the county council’s Liberal group – which at that time controlled the balance of power on a hung council – and clearly, embarrassing questions about his behaviour in children’s homes were undesirable from the point of view of the fragile and unofficial Liberal/​Labour coalition that effectively ran the county council.


    Senior council officers are always worried about informal contact between officers and councillors, both because of the potential disciplinary implications, and because their policy advice might be second-guessed. Beck was a problem in both respects – his political links made his managers wary of him and made him even more confident and assertive in his dealings with the official hierarchy. In addition, by advising the ​Liberal group, he was helping to overturn policies supported by his bosses. Labour councillors were unhappy too, not least because some of them hated Beck on a personal basis, but were in no position to criticise him, as they were dependent on informal advice from other social services officers to keep a check on the actions of the most senior social services staff.


    The reason that Beck grew so powerful is an everyday story of political rotten boroughs. No one else really wanted to be the Liberal candidate in ​Braunstone ward. Beck worked hard, recruited new members – including amongst his own staff – and spoke articulately and forcefully. When councillors discuss the minutiae of local politics, questions about broader beliefs may never arise. The Liberals at that time had no centralised system of candidate vetting – and even if they had, there would probably have been no reason to reject him as a candidate. As other child molesters such as ​Mark Trotter in the ​Hackney Labour Party have found, becoming influential in a political party can be a very useful form of protection when allegations are made.


    Beck the ​social worker


    Meanwhile, Beck had been rising high in his chosen career. After leaving the Marines, he stayed with sister ​Mabel and decided to take the plunge into social work. She says he thought it was a follow-up to the kind of work he had done in the ​Marines, handling people. He saw it as the kind of job he could cope with.


    What followed was a rapid progression through social work training, with spells at children’s homes in Northampton and Leicester. He started at ​Kirk Lodge in Leicester and then moved to ​Northampton. He said he left the home there after complaining about the way young people were treated. He was offered a job by ​Northamptonshire social services and went into a training course at ​Stevenage, where he acquired a ​Certificate of Qualification in Social Work and a ​Home Office Letter of Recognition in Child Care.


    His tutor on the social work course at ​Stevenage College of Further Education, ​Trevor Sturges, said Beck completed the academic and residential requirements successfully. Sturges was surprised at how sharp Beck was, despite a limited educational background which revealed itself in his rather confused writing style. But Sturges had been left with a sense of ‘unease’ which he would like to have been able to pass on to future employers. His subsequent reference for Beck’s application to head ​The Poplars home in ​Market Harborough, Leicestershire, shows traces of this disquiet. It hints that Beck could be destructive in his criticism and difficult to work with. And there is a comment that his success in the post would depend on his establishing ‘a successful and consonant interaction with other staff in the establishment’. The reference did, though, praise Beck’s sharp intelligence and critical ability, and his ‘gifted understanding of emotional development’.


    One crucial part of Beck’s social work training was a spell at the ​Highfields Children’s Centre in Northampton. This was a therapeutic unit caring for children aged from 5 to 12. The unit was run by ​Wendy Rowell, a disciple of the famous therapist ​Barbara Dockar-Drysdale, who used the technique of treating children as if they were babies at her ​Mulberry Bush School. This technique was imported to the ​Highfields Centre, where it was used on some children, under the direction of an educational psychologist. It was cynically distorted by Beck – with important and evil alterations – when he worked later in Leicestershire. The ​bottles and nappies that Beck was to use in his home-grown therapies were not used at Highfields. But it is clear that this was where he began to absorb the ideas which were later woven into his own ‘​regression therapy’.


    Beck made his experience at ​Highfields a major plank of his application for his first important job in residential social work. He applied to become officer-in-charge of ​The Poplars, a children’s home in ​Market Harborough, where up to 18 disturbed and difficult teenage boys were looked after by six staff. At the time, the newly created ​Leicestershire social services was trying to move away from the simple containment of problem children. The department wanted some kind of intervention strategy or treatment – but had little clear idea of what form it might take. Beck told them he wanted to ‘develop a ​therapeutic community, where children and young persons can develop to their full emotional personalities’. Council officials were delighted – they saw him as quite a catch.


    Wendy Rowell, a referee for Beck, had no idea he intended to set himself up as a therapist. If she had known, she would have pointed out that he had ‘no therapeutic background, or knowledge, or training,’ she said later. But on the basis of minimal experience at a therapeutic community, Beck had bluffed his way into a post which gave him a licence to rummage around children’s minds. At best, he might have been experienced enough to assist a qualified person. But his job application was larded with psychological jargon, his references may have inadvertently made him sound more experienced than he was, and none of the managers in charge of selecting the next officer-in-charge of The Poplars had any detailed knowledge of the qualities or experience the successful candidate should possess. ​Leicestershire County Council’s failure to check that the man they were appointing to create a therapeutic community was actually qualified for the job was to have disastrous long term consequences. It was the first link in a decade-long chain of management failure, and opened the way for everything that followed.


    ​CHAPTER TWO
 ​The Poplars,
 Market Harborough,
 September 1973– March 1975


    ‘I don’t know quite what he’s doing, but he’s doing it very well.’
– ​Dorothy Edwards, Director of Leicestershire social services 1973-80


    The Poplars provided Beck’s first real test as a therapist and a manager. Outwardly he was a success. But behind closed doors children were beaten and subjected to abusive therapies and staff were reduced to subservience. The pattern was set for crimes which were to be repeated for more than a decade and the key figures in the subsequent trail of child abuse began to assemble. Almost 20 years later, ​Peter Jaynes, the deputy officer-in-charge when Beck took over the home, was to stand next to Beck in the dock at ​Leicester Crown Court. Jaynes would be convicted of assault and indecent assault against children in his care. Although Jaynes preceded Beck to The Poplars, he was regarded as too young, untrained and inexperienced (he was 24) to run the home himself. Also on the staff was ​Colin Fiddaman, who had first met Beck at the ​Highfields Children’s Home in Northampton, where he took over Beck’s post. He would later be revealed as a serial child abuser, and his association with Beck lasted until the mid-1980s. He too would have been in the dock if he had not killed himself while on the run.


    The children who were sent there were mostly those who were seen as ‘the hard cases’. Other parts of the care system had failed to cope with them. Typically, their files would recount unsuccessful placements in other children’s homes, or failed fostering placements, or reveal that they had been on the probation service’s books for some years. They were there to be contained and, if possible, helped to change their behaviour. Many acted in ways – violent, sexual or criminal – which are simply outside the experience of ordinary families and some were very seriously disturbed. Under the law at the time, these children were placed in homes through a care order or a place of safety order. These were issued by a court, usually at the request of the local social services authority – in this case ​Leicestershire County Council – which then took over parental responsibility. Other children might he sent there by voluntary arrangement with their families. None of Beck’s homes were secure units where children were locked in. There might be restrictions imposed by the courts, for example limiting contact with particular people, but the main control on their movements were the home’s own rules about such issues as bedtime and mealtimes. Runaways would usually be picked up and returned by the police, but they were no more breaking the law than a child that ran away from its own parents.


    ​The Poplars was staffed by residential social workers – a job at the lower end of the social work pecking order. As the name suggests, they were based at the home, sometimes sleeping in to supervise the children overnight, so despite their low status they were in a position of considerable trust. Each child had a particular member of staff assigned to them as their ‘key worker’. Most children would also maintain contact with a field social worker from an area office. These were the people who helped decide to place them in a home. They would keep in touch, partly as a link with the child’s family and partly to help them return to the community after their spell in care. This overlap in responsibility was a frequent source of friction between Beck and his staff, and the rest of the department. Over the years that followed, he would devote much effort to manoeuvring field social workers out of decisions about the children at his homes.


    Very few women social workers were employed at ​The Poplars – Beck once explained that this was because many of the problems the boys suffered could be blamed on ‘bad mothering’. None of the residential social workers at The Poplars had any psychiatric or social work training. Most had just a handful of ‘​O’ Levels or CSEs, and did not dare question Beck’s methods. Phrases like ‘I assumed he knew what he was doing’ feature prominently in their evidence about his treatment of children. ​Peter Jaynes’ evidence at his trial gives a vivid picture of the pitfalls open to staff from Beck’s therapy: ‘We would have to go and challenge the child and just attempt to provoke the child in any way we possibly could.’


    Jaynes said Beck co-ordinated the therapy and everyone else learned from him. This ‘therapy’ involved provocation in the form of constant tickling, or blowing in the child’s ears, or discussing painful topics involving the child’s family. The idea was to make the child lose control, to ‘get their feelings out’. When they exploded, they were held down, often by several adults, until they subsided. Jaynes never questioned what they were doing, and thought at the time he was doing good. Some children, he said, did appear to respond and function better. His defence to the charge of indecently assaulting one girl – later in ​Ratcliffe Road – was that she misunderstood the therapy she was receiving. He admitted telling her that her father wouldn’t help her because he didn’t want her, and agreed he may have called her a lesbian. He said it to provoke a tantrum and get the anger out of her. He may have rubbed his body against hers while attempting to restrain her, but there was no sexual motive. If he had asked her if she was feeling randy, it would have been because he was taught that such questions were part of trying to understand their feelings, part of the therapy. The violence and physical restraint used against children were administered by Beck, Fiddaman and other members of the team. Jaynes told his trial: ‘I did it because I saw my boss doing it, it was the ethos of the place. There was no way I wanted my boss to come on duty and find the place in chaos, so I used the same methods.’


    Jaynes was probably the first of a series of adult social workers to be seduced and buggered by Beck. ‘It terrified the life out of me,’ Jaynes said. He submitted because he was scared of Beck. ‘I was too frightened to tell him to stop. I was in a very vulnerable state. I used to dread hearing the lock on the door drop while I was watching TV.’ He was at a low ebb when Beck arrived at ​The Poplars as the new officer-in-charge. Jaynes’ marriage was breaking up and he was broke. ‘Beck took both my hands in his and said ‘It’ll be all right Peter, we’ll work it out together.’ At the time it seemed very genuine, but the supervision sessions ‘mostly happened between the sheets of his bed or mine’. He remembers Beck telling him the sessions were to free him, release his emotions and make him a better person.


    Jaynes was simply too scared to tell Beck to stop: ‘Mr Beck is a very powerful person, a very powerful personality. Mr Beck has a level of aggression in his voice, the way he treats me, that scared the life out of me on more than one occasion. He never hit me physically, but he knows how to hit you inside, he knows how to hit you in the brain and the emotions.’


    He guessed that other staff were sexually intimate with Beck. Both Jaynes and ​Fiddaman suffered an irritation to their genitals during a holiday in Devon. ‘We both went to seek out a chemist for ointment. I thought at the time it might have been passed by the hand of Mr Beck.’ He was frightened and fed up with Beck’s abuse. ‘It was appalling and not a method I would use to supervise my staff.’


    Another Poplars social worker was counselled by Beck after being ‘rescued’ by him, after a confrontation with a child. ‘Frank said the child had confronted me on a sexual level. He said the children would always be able to manipulate me on the area of sex, because if I was not emotionally right they would find any skeleton in the cupboard and twist, and twist.’ Beck gradually undressed the man, while telling him that sex was an area he had to work on. They began to have sex regularly. The social worker said he was aware that Beck was his boss and had his career in his hands. ‘Frank always said to trust him, and at this stage I had no one else left to trust.’


    Few accounts of child abuse have emerged from ​The Poplars. But in a 1998 compensation case ​Peter Bastin, now a convicted murderer, described how he was abused there while in his early teens. Bastin had already been abused before arriving at the home. He had been a persistent runaway and had worked as a rent boy in London. His key worker was ​Colin Fiddaman, who progressed from tucking him into bed to touching him. The boy would often wake up in the mornings to discover Fiddaman lurking by his bed. On one occasion Fiddaman accused him of sleeping in a provocative position to entice other boys. Bastin was also provoked into temper tantrums and then restrained, and subjected to ‘regression therapy’ in which he would be treated like a very young child – both forms of supposed treatment practised by Beck. This therapy would often be followed by sexual abuse by both Beck and Fiddaman, and years later it would have a horrific sequel.


    Beck’s bosses, meanwhile, had increasing faith in him, and all the indications they had at this time indicated that their trust was justified. Managers gave Beck enthusiastic reviews for his performance at The Poplars. ​Peter Naylor, the assistant director of social services in charge of Care Branch – the county council’s residential homes – recommended his appointment should he confirmed at the end of the normal six months probation. ‘From the outset he has set up a programme of therapy for each of the boys in the home, most of whom are severely disturbed and have suffered acute emotional deprivation’, he wrote in a memo. ‘There was praise for Beck’s insight into the needs of individual boys and his management skills – his diligent attitude to the kind of routine paperwork that bored many colleagues was something his managers found very reassuring.


    The new unit, with its novel therapeutic approach, became a talking point in social services circles. ​Dorothy Edwards, the then ​Director of Social Services, told friends that Beck was certainly unorthodox, but was getting ‘marvellous results’ with his regression therapy. If he came under fire from social workers and the probation service, it was because his thinking was so far ahead of theirs that they were ‘jealous and nonplussed’. Although she was experienced in child care, she admitted that she was ‘not quite au fait’ with his therapeutic methods. ‘I don’t know quite what he’s doing,’ she told a friend, ‘but he’s doing it very well.’


    Edwards’ probity was legendary within her social services department; she had once sacked a home help for stealing a biscuit. It is inconceivable to those who knew her that she would have overlooked even ‘minor’ offences by Beck if they had come to her attention. It is hard to imagine she can have known the details of his therapeutic methods with all their obvious dangers. All she knew was that his approach was unorthodox and apparently successful. Children were contained, offending was reduced or eliminated. She should have known more. Beck’s arrest and conviction were a terrible shock to her and left her very depressed. She died in 1997, never having recovered from the upset.


    Another important Beck supporter was Norah Eady, later chair of the social services committee. She was the county councillor for ​Market Harborough, the small town where ​The Poplars was sited. ​Henry Dunphy, a Labour county councillor at the time, believes that Beck had become her protégé – ‘her blue-eyed boy’ – and that it was her influence that helped Beck to move on to the next important phase of his career – when in March 1975, the Poplars was transferred to new and bigger buildings at ​Ratcliffe Road in Leicester. This was an early example of what became an established pattern: building links with politicians bolstered Beck’s influence through much of his career.


    

    ​CHAPTER THREE
​The Ratcliffe Road Adolescent Unit
 March 1975 -June 1978


    ‘Children did as they were told –
 if not they were battered into submission.’
 - ​Peter Jaynes, deputy officer-in-charge.


    Beck’s apparent success with his therapeutic approach to childcare was to have its reward at his new and bigger children’s home. The new unit was sited next to an old people’s home in a genteel ​Leicester district, in a new building composed of stubby brick-built hexagonal towers. A brochure set out its aims: to provide a stable environment for adolescents with severe emotional disturbances; provide specialised therapy and care; help children work through their inner conflicts and damaging experiences and prepare them for life outside. It seemed the very model of modern childcare. Beck would later be convicted of six serious sexual assaults on children there.


    All staff were required to support Beck’s methods and philosophy – he insisted that this was essential, if the home was going to work. This meant he would hand pick the three extra social workers who would be needed. The entire staff of ​The Poplars, including Jaynes and Fiddaman transferred with him to ​Ratcliffe Road. One major change at Ratcliffe Road was the arrival of girls – Beck said he was keen to introduce them into the previously ‘monastic’ home, although he did regard girls as more difficult to treat than boys.


    As Beck later told his trial, the unit catered for the most difficult children. ‘Anyone with anti-social behaviour in the extreme would be referred to us – 50 per cent of the children had been sexually abused. They were very aggressive, with a history of violence, normally with a weapon such as knives, a fairly extensive absconding rate and criminal records for offences such as ABH, GBH and robberies.’ Beck regarded the children as difficult and demanding, but thought they could often be ‘wonderful people’. He said his homes had less violence than most and blamed a quarter of the anti-social behaviour on the normal reaction of children to being placed in an institution.


    As at ​The Poplars, the children sent to Ratcliffe Road could be uncontrollable, violent, self-mutilating, prostitutes, hardened criminals – or sometimes just unlucky, with no problems beyond the ordinary, but nowhere else to go. Some were referred to him, others were plucked from other parts of the childcare system in Leicestershire and occasionally beyond. By this time Beck was seen as more than a simple officer-in-charge; he had become a fully fledged childcare guru and could hand-pick children for his unit.


    The regime at Ratcliffe Road had disturbing undertones for many of the children. A lot of the behaviour was the kind of thing they could not quite complain of – one girl who stayed at Ratcliffe Road remembers: ‘Some of them were very clever at walking into the bedroom or the bathroom when you were there. He [Beck] would sit on the bed and read you a story, rubbing your back – he would come close but never actually touch where he shouldn’t.’ But a large number of adolescent children found they were being bathed by social workers – and many were uncomfortable with the kind of cuddling which Beck said they needed because they had been deprived of love.


    A former Ratcliffe Road resident described the bizarre atmosphere at the home. ‘You were allowed to smoke, the older kids sometimes had drinks in bottles with dummies – they would he walking around in pyjamas, holding bottles with dummies. I couldn’t believe it at first, but then I was told that it was part of their therapy. The kids involved were in their early teens.’ The bottles were part of Beck’s home grown ‘regression therapy’ – an attempt to dig down to the supposed roots of children’s problems, by returning them to a state of infancy. Younger children might be dressed in nappies and fed from bottles. Social workers might cut up the food on their plates, as if feeding infants. Children would be given toys designed for much younger children. There was a lot of cuddling and bodily contact. Regression is a legitimate element of psychology and psychoanalysis but Beck had no qualification to impose his own variation of it on vulnerable children. It was as if someone with a City and Guilds in carpentry had started performing brain surgery.


    Beck believed emotions should not be bottled up – so children were deliberately provoked into violent temper tantrums, physically restrained, often by several social workers, and sometimes choked around the neck with a towel. Beck trained his staff to use a special ‘paddy hold’ in which arms were placed across the child and legs wrapped around them from behind. It was supposed to cause the least damage and make the child feel safe. This procedure was called ‘having a paddy’. For young children it was terrifying. ‘The first time I saw one, I was horrified; it was totally scary,’ a Ratcliffe Road resident recalls. ‘If you had a disagreement with staff, they would grab you – several would hold you down and they’d hold on no matter how you kicked, until you either stopped or became hysterical – some kids would be carried out in distress.’


    Another girl in care at Ratcliffe Road had similar experiences. ‘I was pinned down and provoked into a temper tantrum several times. ​Peter Jaynes, the deputy, would do it and then put me on someone’s knee. Jaynes was a very big man, especially compared to a small young girl. When he was on top of you, that was frightening. You wondered if he was getting his kicks, but it was something you never talked about. It was totally taboo. I’ve never seen ‘owt like it in my life. There was something round my neck, they said it was a towel. Next day I was all bloodshot round my neck. I ran away to see my dad, and he went round to my mother’s and kicked down the door to show her; she just sent me back. I had to wear a polo-neck sweater afterwards. When I went to school, I never said anything.’ This was a fairly typical tale. Often parents simply didn’t believe the stories their children told them, and were in any case reluctant to take on the system.


    ‘Jaynes brutalised children. He was a big ​Liverpool supporter, and I can’t stand Liverpool to this day,’ another former resident said. ‘Particular children were picked on. One kid, ​Mark, was a favourite victim. He was put on bottle and dummy aged 13-14. I’ve never seen anyone so scared in all my life. He was mainly afraid of Colin Fiddaman, who was his key worker. I saw him being dragged around by the hair. I can still see his face. He used to curl up in a corner, shrieking like a small child. Now I have a better idea of what he must have been frightened of. I remember one particular time seeing him being dragged towards the social worker’s flat, screaming ‘No! No!’’


    A boy at the home recalls being dragged upstairs by Fiddaman. ‘Colin got hold of a towel and started to twist and flick it at me,’ he said. ‘The result was the towel was used very much like a whip. This continued for about 15 minutes as Colin kept on goading me. He then got hold of me and put the towel around my neck and began pulling on it. He was strangling me with the towel. He would tighten the towel round my neck until I began to panic and then he would loosen its grip. The more I struggled, the tighter the towel became. This continued for quite some time and on each occasion that Colin would tighten the towel, he would tighten it for a much longer period. I remember thinking, just a few moments before the incident stopped, that these were my last few moments of life. Colin had tightened the towel to such a point that I could not breathe. I was exhausted and just simply gave up.’


    ​Jaynes himself said children were broken down by the regime at ​Ratcliffe Road. ‘Children did as they were told. If they didn’t, things happened – physical violence that was unnecessary.’ Children were ‘battered into submission’. The aim was to ‘overpower them and then reduce their own opinions and views, not necessarily to make them into a clone, but along those lines’.


    ‘I can remember laying in bed and hearing kids cry,’ one resident recalled. ‘There were always staff coming in and checking you were sleeping, mainly the suspect ones. There was a lot of shouting from the bathrooms. I think a lot used to happen there. They would be locked, so you could never get in and see.’ Some of the taunting by staff was vicious: ‘There was one particular girl who was there when I first arrived. This was about a year after the case of​ Simon O’Donnell, (see Chapter 16) the lad who killed himself; he was one of her friends, so she was taunted with his death. Another girl was taunted about her mother’s death. You were treated worse if you had no back-up from others. My mum was banned from visiting, because she was supposed to be a bad influence, and they told me she didn’t care about me, and nobody wanted me.’


    One resident was ​Pat Holyland, who was later to play a crucial role in bringing the Beck affair to light. She was fairly typical of the kind of child sent to ​Ratcliffe Road. She had already been on the social services’ books for some years and went into the home at the age of 14, because she was beyond her mother’s control and was stealing. ‘She was beating me a lot at the time,’ Holyland said. ‘Maybe without that I wouldn’t have behaved as I did, but back then, strict discipline was the thing to do, so I can’t blame her one hundred per cent.


    ‘First I went into ​The Holt [another Leicestershire children’s home] for about six months assessment when I was about 11. There were no rules, or very few – I loved it, I went nuts because there was so much freedom. So when I went into Ratcliffe Road a few years later, after being back with my mother for a while, I was very prejudiced in favour of children’s homes, because of my time at The Holt. I don’t know exactly how it came about that I went to Ratcliffe Road – it was unusual to be taken straight there, normally you were sent there from another home. Frank Beck came to my house to see me before I went in. He said my mum couldn’t cope with me and that I was a bad kid. I think he knew my mother was hitting me the moment he walked in.’


    She, too, found the home odd: ‘When I first got there I saw children walking around in the daytime in pyjamas. Most of the interaction was between kids and staff rather than between the kids – I saw kids being cuddled on adults’ knees and I didn’t think the kids were normal, but what did I know about normal? Early on, I walked in on a temper tantrum, and that was a shock.’


    After about four months, Holyland’s mother went to court to try and get her back. She was worried because her daughter was putting on weight and being encouraged to dissociate from her parents. But her attempt to regain custody failed.


    ‘I have this memory of walking through the small lounge near the office and Frank Beck and ​Peter Jaynes came into the building,’ ​Holyland said. ‘They were very cheerful and said I would never go home again, they had a care order until I was 18. It was a taunt because I had been telling them how she would come and fetch me and sort them out.


    ‘I ran away when I was 14, because my mum had written saying that she hadn’t got a bed for me at her house. She was saying she just didn’t have the room, which was reasonable enough, but they twisted it round and said that what she really meant was that she didn’t want me at all, and would never have a bed for me – and that was easy for me to believe because I knew that my mother had never really wanted me and would have had an abortion if she wasn’t a ​Catholic. I was unhappy, because I’d been hoping she would come and take me home, but after a year in there I was beginning to get a sense that no one wanted me anyway. It was another smack in the mouth, and eventually, in there, you learn to accept every
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