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			Dedication

			For Buzz

		

		
			Epigraphs

			One of the luckiest things that can happen to you in life is, I think, to have a happy childhood.

			– Agatha Christie

			I am not writing to solicit any special sympathy. People survive much worse and never put pen to paper. I am writing in order to take charge of my childhood.

			– Hilary Mantel

		

		
			Preface

			This is a look back at how things too often were, fifty years ago, in the English private educational system.

			Maidwell Hall, the school at which I boarded from the age of eight to thirteen, was built on a lie common to institutions of its type: on the cock-and-bull notion that children were better off under its roof, learning to be biddable, influential members of society, rather than living as we should have done, as nature intended – with our families.

			This book is a blend of chronicle and memoir that’s intended to stand as a piece of modern history – a record of a time, not so far back, when things were quite different for children in these most privileged of English academic settings.

			There were no emails or mobile phones in the 1970s, of course, and we boys at Maidwell had no access to a landline. During the three annual terms, each of some twelve or thirteen weeks, contact with our parents was a Sunday letter home, written under supervision.

			But it’s not just the tools of interaction that were different. Privileged parents back then tended to devote less direct energy to their children than is expected, and considered normal, now. The limitations set around communication, and the nature of our family relationships back then, made abuse possible – indeed, more likely – and hard to detect.

			Maidwell was typical of the boarding schools of its time in being, effectively, a closed community. It attracted staff who were drawn to this blend of quiet and secrecy. Some of them welcomed power, and status, and the ability to cut with the outside world. Many of these adults weren’t there for the boys’ best interests, but to meet their own darker needs.

			While abuse in boarding schools is impossible to eradicate, owing to the flaws of humankind, we can hope that modern-day victims have greater recourse to help than what was previously available. Now, there is a general understanding of the importance of having those who act in the parents’ stead trained and vetted. It’s no longer acceptable to subcontract the crucial business of bringing up children to unregulated amateurs with unknown tendencies, as happened in my time.

			During the years that this book has taken me to contemplate and complete, various of my Maidwell contemporaries have re-entered my life. We first knew one another as boys, but have become reacquainted in late middle age. One of these faces from the past came to visit me a couple of years back, on business, at my family home, Althorp. We had last seen each other back in 1978.

			‘It’s so good to see you,’ I said, starting gently: I knew from his wife that this kind, quiet man refused to discuss his time as a pupil at Maidwell with her, or with anyone else. It was a subject that, if raised, made him stare at the floor, in silent desolation.

			My greeting was left hanging as we sat on either side of a fireplace, taking in the changes in each other’s appearance. But then I suddenly remembered how much I’d liked him, four decades before, and this spurred me to jump in.

			‘I’m writing a book about Maidwell … What do you remember most about the place?’

			He paused before answering, then opened up to me about his experiences and the impact they have had on his life ever since. I jotted down what he said, in ten pages of my notebook, as we shared and compared our recollections.

			When I told him that I had been sexually abused at Maidwell, he immediately named the member of staff responsible.

			‘Yes – goodness. You’re right …’

			‘I always knew,’ he said.

			‘But how?’ I replied. We had been friendly as boys but, being in separate years in a rigidly hierarchical place, never confidants.

			‘I just did. It was obvious.’ Then he named others who had been victims of the same predator. Three I knew about, while the other was a new entry to The Preyed Upon, a dire club whose membership nobody would seek.

			To my horror, he told me of his being sexually assaulted at Maidwell three times, when aged nine, by someone who was meant to protect him. His assailant threatened him with terrible retribution if he ever told anyone about it. He remembers feeling troubled that other boys within earshot must have heard his struggles as he was overpowered, and this added a further layer of humiliation to the ghastliness of his violation.

			His main memory of Maidwell, he told me, was of being made to feel worthless, every day of his five years there. He was badly bullied, particularly by the headmaster. ‘I was petrified of him,’ he said. ‘He took me to a place inside myself that I didn’t want to go to.

			‘I have never got over it,’ he continued. ‘I don’t have anger, I don’t want justice – whatever that would be – but I do know that my life never had a chance, once I’d been so badly scarred by that school.’

			At the end of a harrowing hour, I set down my notebook, declaring that what he’d told me was too terrible to be committed to the page. I promised that I would never betray his confidences by naming him in this book, or by disclosing the breadth or detail of his suffering. At this he became animated for the first time and leaned forward. ‘But someone has to tell our story!’ he pleaded.

			I’ve had several similar reunions since, with Maidwell contemporaries who suffered terribly. Four years ago, as I arrived to speak at a book festival, a tall, lean man approached me and his features called to mind someone I’d briefly known, as a boy.

			‘Charles Spencer?’ he asked, holding out his hand in greeting. ‘You won’t recognise me, but a very long time ago …’

			‘Yes, I actually do recognise you,’ I replied, naming him. ‘We were at Maidwell together.’ He looked surprised: we’d only overlapped at the school during my first ten months there.

			‘Tell me,’ I asked, ‘when you think of Maidwell, what’s the one word that comes to mind – the one that really sums up the place?’

			He stopped and stared into the distance. ‘Fear,’ he said.

			He sniffed, apparently surprising himself at having revealed so much in one, stark word.

			I pushed him: ‘And what was at the root of that fear?’

			He sniffed again.

			‘Waiting to be beaten yet again, for God knows what.’ He blinked hard, a successful professional in his sixties, unexpectedly reconnected with the vulnerable child he had been, caught in the tendrils of unfathomable sadistic rituals.

			I’ve learned of other contemporaries who have died, accompanied to their ends by deeply painful memories of their time at that school. The cumulation of all this hurt and damage persuaded me to write this book – my record of what it was like for us, as boys, to live in a beautiful place, under a dark power.

			I hope that this account might lead to some form of closure for those who, it’s clear to me, are still bearing the emotional scars of a regime that was so very harsh and gruelling.

			There were bright spots of happiness and comradeship in those years, and they are celebrated in what follows, too. But these were despite, not because of, the fundamental nature of the place. Meanwhile the resilience that such a tough upbringing can impart has been bought at the cost of sensitivity being trampled, and sometimes eradicated.

			I’ve frequently witnessed deep pain, still flickering in the eyes of my Maidwell contemporaries. The snarled root of that hurt trails back to not being cherished, encouraged or valued, as we might have been at home, but belittled, scolded, beaten or – if lucky – merely tolerated. This, while being moulded into end products that were not only damaged but outmoded, even back then.

			Others appear to have survived intact, some even to have enjoyed their time in the school, while acknowledging its severe shortcomings; but many of us left Maidwell with demons sewn into the seams of our souls.

			While writing my story I have inevitably taken a good look at what I believe is a fascinating aberration: the boarding school system as a whole.*

			It’s a fact that many of the leading figures in British public life today – from prime ministers to royalty – have received the privilege of just such a private, boarding school, education. While some thrived under benevolent headteachers, others have been wounded by wretched treatment during formative years. Some of this poisonous legacy they’ve unwittingly passed on to society. As Diogenes said in the fourth century BC: ‘The foundation of every state is the education of its youth.’ If that education system is flawed, the state’s foundations will be, too.

			I have to say – without wanting sympathy, but because it’s important to know the context to what follows – that it’s been an absolutely hellish experience at times, this chronicling of casual cruelty, sexual assault and other perversion from long ago. As I wrote this book, the crushing migraines that often felled me back then returned. This, after forty-odd years of welcome absence. I’ve also had dozens of Maidwell nightmares. Fenn traps have gone off in my mind as I retraced the footpaths of my early schooldays. I have come to accept that they have snared part of my psyche forever.

			The events I describe in the following pages all happened as written, and the character sketches are, I believe, accurate. The reported speech is as near to the truth as I can remember, and certainly conveys the meaning of what was said at the time. I have changed all the boys’ names – even though many said they were happy for their true identities to be used.

			I wrote the body of this manuscript from my extremely clear recollections, which were seared into my brain as a child. The psychotherapists I have seen over the decades say that trauma at this age often leads to memories being expunged; but it can go the other way. Recollections can remain with the abused, vividly and forever, as they have with me. In addition, I have drawn on contemporaneous sources from my Maidwell years – my school reports from each of my fifteen terms there, as well as my diaries and my letters home.

			Clearly, what I endured during five years in one of the most expensive private schools in England, during a time of solid political and economic stability, is not at all comparable with the terrible suffering of so many other children – now and in the past – forced to struggle to survive in landscapes of total despair. There is only the most tenuous of links between my privileged experience and the experience of those facing economic adversity and social exclusion: that of childhood trauma.

			I’ve read avidly about childhood trauma, particularly those elements that are connected to emotional attachment. This area fascinates me because I experienced abandonment before being sent off to Maidwell. This was in the mid-sixties, when I was two, and my mother left home for a man she had fallen in love with.

			Back then the discipline of a boarding environment was often thought to provide a stability that a ‘broken home’ was believed to be incapable of. But I loved home, and most definitely did not want to leave it, even when it lacked a mother. Being transplanted to a strange and repressive place was the last thing I needed – especially as a child of divorce.

			As a historian, as a product of the system and as a man, I am fascinated by what on earth was going on at schools such as the one I attended. Why were parents blithely sending us away, to live with adults and children who were total strangers, in a clear rejection of family? Why replace this natural unit with an environment of often marked harshness?

			There remain 630,000 boarders in 2,500 boarding schools in England now, but few of those institutions would have survived if they hadn’t evolved significantly from the time I write about.

			If you look at Maidwell’s website today you will see there is a head of pastoral care, who has a deputy to assist. The recently appointed headmaster declared, on taking up office: ‘I have been dedicated to education – education in its fullest sense – to seeing the whole child and their potential and helping them to achieve this.’

			This was not the Maidwell that I knew. There was not one person in the structure of the place who had any responsibility for us young children beyond the tight confines of bookwork, discipline, the sports field, hygiene and nutrition. The emotional wellbeing of the child was not considered a specific need.

			Our softest nerve endings were crushed by an experience that was irreversible in its distress. While a small number of boys, sadly, came from abusive homes, and were arguably better off in this harsh place, the rest of us had to learn to live without the comfort and protection of home. What we suffered was not just a separation from all that we knew and loved, but an amputation from it.

			While this book describes a world of privilege alien to most, I hope it will resonate with anyone, anywhere – from all walks of life – who was ever made to feel frightened, powerless and abandoned as a child. For Maidwell, in the 1970s, was meant to serve as a surrogate home. But it lacked the most important quality of a home: it was without love.

				
					* While many girls suffered similarly back then, of course, this book is my eyewitness account, with historical context, of the male system that I was an involuntary part of; it therefore – inevitably – focuses on the male side of the issue.

			

		

		
			Introduction

			For the Empire

			The upper echelons of English society have long subjected their sons and daughters to the forced abandonment of boarding school. Such exile from home has been seen as a worthwhile sacrifice: in return for a broken heart, the discarded child was launched down a narrow chute that ended in the soft landing of an adulthood where privilege and power lay all around them.

			I can trace this trend through the past three hundred years of my own family’s history, and see that my being sent away to boarding school at an early age was simply part of an ancestral tradition. My parents weren’t being deliberately cruel; they were simply being true to the customs of their class.

			In 1716, my ancestor John Spencer went to board at Eton College with his brothers. John was, like me when I started at boarding school, eight years old. But John’s maternal grandmother, Sarah, the Duchess of Marlborough, was unhappy about the decision. She was a force of nature who had been Queen Anne’s favourite at court, captivating the plodding monarch with her charisma and vitality, until the two fell out forever. Sarah’s free thinking had seen her absorb the works of the philosopher John Locke. In Some Thoughts Concerning Education, Locke insisted that the next generation of England’s ruling class must be taught practical and useful disciplines – mathematics, the sciences and modern languages – instead of being burdened with the dead tongues and academic disciplines of ancient Greece and Rome. More enlightened learning, Locke insisted, would benefit not only the individual child, but also the nation as a whole.

			John Spencer’s father died in 1722, when he was thirteen, and his duchess grandmother swung into action straight away. She removed John and his brothers from Eton and installed them in her favourite residence, Windsor Lodge, where they were home-tutored by James Stephens, a brilliant mathematician. This rare escape from conventional boarding school for one of my distant forefathers was brought about by their grandmother’s educational prejudices rather than a hatred of sending children away to learn. The nineteenth-century Spencer boys were less fortunate.

			On 13 May 1808, my great-great-aunt Sarah Spencer wrote to her grandmother about the impending fate of her youngest brothers, Frederick and George, who were aged ten and eight: ‘Next Wednesday our two dear little boys go to Eton. I won’t allow myself to think of it in as melancholy a way as I am inclined to do, for I know my regret at it to be very selfish; they will be most satisfactorily situated in every way; and are I think too young to dread the event much. They have no conception of what it is to leave home, poor things …’

			In middle age, this George Spencer, a devout Christian all his life, would look back on his Eton years as having been spent ‘in an enemy’s country’, one where he had been ‘obliged to guard against danger on all sides’. His tutor, the Reverend Richard Godley, was so worried by the bullying George suffered outside the classroom that he withdrew the boy from the school’s everyday life.

			However, George’s parents felt sure that their son would benefit from Eton’s customary rough and tumble, and so transferred him, aged eleven, to a boarding house with other students. But the boy’s devout Christianity saw him relentlessly bullied by other pupils. After ten days of their spite, he felt compelled to hide the faith that would remain central to his life.*

			In the early twentieth century, my widower great-grandfather, Robert ‘Bobby’ Spencer, also sent his sons away from home. The younger ones went as boys to Dartmouth, the Royal Navy’s officer training college. When the youngest, fourteen-year-old George, was about to leave for Dartmouth, the boy confided in his private journal: ‘I do not want to leave my lovely family circle … It is lovely here [at Althorp], and father and everyone are so nice and kind.’ He wrote of how much he’d miss the particular joys of his home life: playing tennis, table tennis and cards with his older siblings; riding his horse, Redwing; and playing with his father’s incorrigible dog, Swift, who stole from the table. And he felt quite sure that Dartmouth would have no food to match his favourite home dish, chocolate custard.

			But my family had a tradition of naval service, and of children doing as they were expected. ‘How miserable it is,’ George concluded, shortly after being sent on his way. ‘I must work awfully hard & please father … How I wish I could please everyone here. “May the Lord help me to do my duty and keep all my resolutions”.’

			Meanwhile Bobby took his eldest son, Jack (my grandfather), for his first day at boarding school when he was eight. Bobby recorded in his journal how awful he felt, committing this innocent, trusting son to an institution where he had, in his turn, been so utterly miserable. He consoled himself with the thought that young Jack, fortunately, had no idea how ghastly his boarding school life was going to be.

			Sarah and Bobby Spencer, writing nearly a century apart, separately identified a timeless truth: children cannot possibly anticipate how harsh the reality of life alone, outside of their family unit, can be, when they are not simply learning but also sleeping, playing and eating with strangers. Many of them are traumatised by abandonment. This is the lot of the orphan, but in this case voluntarily foisted on them by their (mostly) well-intentioned parents.

			Such a harsh tradition only becomes fathomable once you accept that the English boarding school wasn’t created to meet the child’s educational or emotional needs. Indeed, it wasn’t a system designed to serve the individual at all. Rather, it was nurtured in the strong rays of the British Empire, to populate and replenish the ranks of those who administered, controlled and expanded that global mission.

			At its peak, the British Empire covered thirteen million square miles and demanded loyalty from a fifth of the world’s inhabitants. Such a gigantic dominion required an officer class, to exert control on London’s behalf: men nourished from an early age on a concept of Britishness that the private schools packaged and released, year after academic year.

			Lord Curzon, a former viceroy of India, told the Imperial Press Conference at Oxford, in 1908, ‘We train here, and we send out to you, your governors and administrators, and judges, your teachers, and preachers and lawyers.’ This was a process rounded off at university, but it began with little boys being deposited at the hundreds of boarding schools that dotted England.

			These institutions were never designed to be pleasurable. In 1904, Lord Meath introduced Empire Day as an annual celebration in the United Kingdom. Schoolchildren spent the morning examining their colonial heritage and venerating the national flag, before having the afternoon free. Meath believed education needed to be rigorous if it was to be effective. ‘If the white men and women of the British Empire are idle, soft, selfish, hysterical and undisciplined,’ he asked, ‘are they likely to rule well?’

			To be effective in their imperial roles, the sons of the empire needed to have the instinct of pining for home snuffed out, early and forever. The tightly wound ‘Brit’ of caricature often had his stiff upper lip cast in the furnace of English boarding school life, where his emotions were cauterised. The resultant, desensitised functionary could be reliably deployed far from home – whether in Calcutta, Cape Town or Calgary.

			These psychologically hobbled victims would invariably perpetuate the madness, unthinkingly condemning their children to the fate they’d painfully endured, sending them to the same schools they had hated in their time. In this way, they gave the wheel of imperialism yet another spin.

			English boarding school children were raised with resilient service in mind, and they were programmed to believe that their country, their Christianity and their school formed a blessed Trinity – one that demanded total loyalty. The War Cloister erected by prestigious Winchester College to salute the 500 of its old boys slain in the First World War asserts:

			In the day of battle, they forgat not God, Who created them to do His Will, nor their Country, the stronghold of freedom, nor their School, the mother of godliness and discipline. Strong in this threefold faith they went forth from home and kindred to the battlefields of the world and, treading the path of duty and sacrifice, laid down their lives for mankind.

			Preparation for such martyrdom began at boarding school.

			In the century and a half before I started at Maidwell, the ailing British upper classes – hit by increased taxation, while their traditional, agricultural incomes were strangled by cheap wheat and meat imports from the Americas – surrendered power and influence to the wealthier element of the middle classes.

			The two social blocs intermingled, trading in status and cash, with boarding schools forming an essential staging post for the children of the socially ambitious. George Orwell† wrote, in an essay of 1941, of how the aristocracy, rather than accepting its time had passed, ‘simply intermarried with the merchants, manufacturers, and financiers who had replaced them, and soon turned them into accurate copies of themselves. The wealthy ship owner or cotton miller set up for himself an alibi as a country gentleman, while his sons learnt the right mannerisms at public schools‡ – which had been designed for just that purpose.’

			Orwell was typical of those raised to serve the cause of the ruling classes, and their empire. His father – employed in the Opium Department of the Indian Civil Service – brought his family back to England for the children’s education, before leaving them behind and returning to his work overseas.

			Orwell never forgot the shock of being sent, in 1911, to board at St Cyprian’s, one of a cluster of boarding schools on the English south coast. Aged eight, he found this uprooting so traumatic that he started to wet his bed – a developmental stage that he had outgrown, at home, four years earlier. The headmaster beat him for this with his bone riding whip, spitting out ‘you dir-ty lit-tle boy’ in time to a hail of blows that could last for several minutes.

			Orwell moved from St Cyprian’s to Eton, after which he was ready to serve the empire. Being from the right boarding school background guaranteed rapid promotion: by the age of twenty, he was an assistant district superintendent in Burma, overseeing the security of two hundred thousand people around Rangoon.

			During the Second World War, Orwell wrote Such, Such Were the Joys, a chronicle of his misery and mistreatment at St Cyprian’s. It ended on a note of optimism: surely, he concluded, a place like St Cyprian’s could no longer exist in the 1940s, three decades after he’d left the place? Given the societal shifts of the previous generation, he asked: ‘Does a child at school go through the same kind of experiences nowadays? … it is obvious that the present-day attitude towards education is enormously more humane and sensible than that of the past … Clearly there has been a vast change of outlook, a general growth of “enlightenment”, even among ordinary, unthinking middle-class people. Religious belief, for instance, has largely vanished, dragging other kinds of nonsense after it … Beating, too, has become discredited, and has even been abandoned at many schools … The real question is whether it is still normal for a school child to live for years amid irrational terrors and lunatic misunderstandings.’

			Well, ‘normal’? – no. But did the traditional, harsh mould of boarding school education continue beyond the world wars, even though the first of these drew the teeth of the British Empire, before the second put it to sleep?

			My experiences at Maidwell, thirty years after Orwell wrote on this theme, would suggest the answer is, sadly, yes. All you needed were the right conditions to prevail, with the wrong people in control, and the abuses rife in previous generations could continue on.

				
					* George would convert from Anglicanism to Roman Catholicism, before joining the Passionists – a strict religious order. In 2021, the Vatican announced that George Spencer was to be termed ‘Venerable’, so setting him on the path to possible sainthood.

				

				
					† George Orwell was the pen name of Eric Blair.

				

				
					‡ Confusingly, the English have traditionally referred to their private schools as ‘public’ schools.

			

		

		
			1

			Early Misgivings

			There is always one moment in childhood when the door opens and lets the future in.

			– Graham Greene

			I put food on my fork. Convivial lunch. Elegant, old-fashioned dining room. Immaculate serving staff. Concise but confident menu. Most importantly, exceptional company: round the table sat men, in various hues of ripe middle age, who shared something profound and indelible – their distant past.

			We had settled in to one of our occasional get togethers, decades of familiarity spiralling back to the five years when we had lived at boarding school like brothers.

			‘What was I like at Maidwell?’ I asked.

			‘Angry,’ came the cheery reply, without a pause.

			‘Really?’ I stopped, shocked. I had no idea.

			‘Yes – my memories are of you being very angry. All the time.’

			This from one of my oldest friends, who had started at Maidwell with me on the same day. We’d first met in the summer of 1972, when he was seven and I’d just turned eight, on a sunny afternoon in a beautiful, rural corner of the English Midlands. We were both guests at the new boys’ tea party at Maidwell Hall, an exclusive private boarding school for seventy-five eight- to thirteen-year-old boys.

			While my father made small talk with the other parents over teacups and finely sliced sandwiches, we dozen sons of the wealthy were beckoned away by some smiling man connected to this strange place. He reassured us that our tour of the school would only last a short while. I looked quickly up at my father, who gave a nod of encouragement, his eyes feigning excitement on my behalf.

			Our Pied Piper took us on a merry dance through the enormous grounds. The sunlight played through the trees, while our guide pointed out new features that have long since been, for me, the unforgettable landmarks to a precious yet painful chapter of childhood.

			There was a long walk round Maidwell’s lake, bounded by banks of bulrushes that were speckled with vivid wildflowers – red and yellow campion, ragged-robin and marsh marigold. My young mind thrilled at the slowly shifting shapes of fish in the water – plump golden orfe cruising at a stately rate, as they skirted round lilies and knots of weed. Meanwhile coots briskly bobbed across the surface, shrilly alarmed by our intrusion.

			We spent half of this new boy tour negotiating woodland called ‘the Wilderness’, a name that conjures up images of loss and abandonment. The ground under the Wilderness’s canopy of trees was shrouded with dog’s mercury, a poisonous plant that thrives in the shade.

			Some of the other boys seemed giddy with excitement, thrilled to have a fresh audience to show off to. Two of them, from one of the country’s wealthier families – the younger of whom had, I assume, joined us because his parents didn’t want him bothering them during the adult tea party – twisted and turned like animated dragon flies. I was intrigued by their brashness, and marvelled that our adult guide tolerated it. His frozen smile never cracked.

			A clumsy quiet hung over most of us. We trudged forward, beginning to size one another up with sideways glances. Our attempts at conversation were infrequent, short-lived and awkward. Often, when we looked up, we saw from a fresh angle the huge, imposing building that was to be our surrogate home for the next five years.

			Only after I had left the school did I realise that there were two contrasting sides to Maidwell: the handsome outer skin of the hall, with its glorious grounds; and the inner, beating heart of the place, which contained something sinister in the lining of its critical valves.

			The original manor house had been erected in 1637. A fire in 1895 carried off much of this structure, and the bulk of what I saw for the first time, that summer day, was designed at the end of the nineteenth century by John Alfred Gotch, a local architect with a national reputation. Gotch built to impress. He planted a tower at each of the hall’s four principal corners, every one topped with hammered lead, tapering up to spired tips, giving the hall’s silhouette a stately air. You can just detect at Maidwell a muffled echo of the Tower of London. A construct of wealth and power, the hall adapted into a seat of learning for the sons of the wealthy and powerful only when its original purpose, as a family’s magnificent country seat, fell away.

			What little I knew of this place at the time made me distrusting and anxious. This wasn’t a school such as the one I was then attending, where pupils went home at the end of the day. Rather, I had learned to my horror, this was somewhere that you were sent to stay, for weeks at a stretch – away from your family, your home, your pets, your toys; from all life as you knew it. It was such an alarming thought that I simply couldn’t comprehend it.

			My father had explained that I would be coming here – so far from home, and where I knew nobody – for five years. He shared with me some of the lexicon of the privileged. Maidwell was to be my ‘private’ or ‘prep’ school, preparing me for the entry exams for Eton, the ‘public’ school that he and so many of our male forebears had attended in their time.

			What little I knew of boarding schools came from a recent BBC TV adaptation of Tom Brown’s School Days, the nineteenth-century novel by Thomas Hughes based on his chastening experiences as a boarder. I had watched horrified as this classic English tale of brutality, set in a harsh, Victorian school, unfurled over several weeks.

			Tom Brown’s school, Rugby, was presided over by a cold, aloof headmaster who caned boys’ buttocks hard and often, with tight-jawed enthusiasm. His creed – ‘First religious and moral principle, second gentlemanly conduct, third academic ability’ – was based on a muscular Christianity, where concepts of masculinity and faith reconstituted in hard form to fit a narrow prejudice.

			Tom Brown existed in an institution where retribution was short, sharp and painful. Meanwhile, in the emotional void that attended the headmaster’s authoritarian rule, bullying among the boys flourished, unpunished. At such a school, terror was everywhere: it came from above, but it also attacked from the flanks.

			I watched for signs that, underneath the forced camaraderie of the new boys’ tea party, Maidwell Hall might be harbouring similar terrors. While nothing obvious struck me during my visit, I returned home that evening deeply troubled. I had been dreading the idea of Maidwell for as long as I could remember; I was already ticking off the days that lay between me and the incomprehensible terror picked out for me by my parents.

			But now I had a picture of it, and of the faces that would surround me there. From that point on, Maidwell took on a tangible reality – one that was coming my way, on a collision course that would destroy the world I knew and loved.

			My schooldays up to this stage had been wonderfully gentle, part of a happy early childhood spent in the lyrical countryside of North Norfolk, on England’s east coast. Home was Park House, a handsome, sprawling country house built in the 1860s, set in parkland that stretches out to envelop Sandringham House, one of the royal family’s rural escapes.

			In the 1930s, Queen Elizabeth’s father, the future King George VI, offered the rental of Park House to my mother’s father, Maurice, Lord Fermoy. The two men were good friends, thanks to my grandfather’s charm: his wit and gift for mimicry took the shy, stammering king out of himself, and they enjoyed playing tennis together in the summer, as well as shooting partridge and pheasant in the colder months. My grandfather was a trusted figure who taught Queen Elizabeth how to skate, on Sandringham Lake, when she was a girl.

			He must have struck his royal neighbours as somewhat exotic: an Irish American, he’d grown up in Manhattan, attended St Paul’s School in New Hampshire, and graduated from Harvard, before coming to know Europe when fighting for the US infantry in the First World War. Two years later, on his father’s death, he had inherited the Irish title of Lord Fermoy, moved to England, established British citizenship and been elected Member of Parliament for the political constituency that included Sandringham.

			In his mid-forties Maurice met Ruth Gill, a beautiful Scottish concert pianist half his age who’d been dating his twin brother, Frank. ‘Frank was always saying, you must meet my brother, Maurice – he’s so much nicer than me,’ Ruth would recall. ‘And – well – he was!’ She managed an amicable break-up with Frank, and married Maurice, after which she would become a courtier and confidante to George VI’s queen, Elizabeth – later the Queen Mother. Maurice and Ruth had two daughters and a son. The younger girl was my mother, Frances.

			My mother entered the world on 20 January 1936 – the same day that George V departed it. Her birth in Park House and his death in Sandringham House took place less than a mile apart. My mother later learned that nobody celebrated her arrival because they were consumed with grief at the king’s loss.

			In the summer of 1955, at the age of seventy, my grandfather suffered a stroke that, three weeks on, proved fatal. Soon afterwards, my parents – married for a year – settled into Park House. My mother was famously stay-at-home, the young fulcrum to a burgeoning family: she gave birth to Sarah when only nineteen, Jane a few weeks after turning twenty-one, Diana (a home birth, in Park House) when she was twenty-five, and me, her final child, when she was twenty-eight.

			Park House was a wonderfully happy family home that became the hub to a network of Norfolk friends. There were horses in the paddock, as well as hard-fought matches on our tennis court and on the village cricket pitch over the garden fence. At my father’s memorial service, his eulogist would note that these Park House years were the happiest of his life, and my stepmother graciously nodded at that truth.

			My parents’ marriage was gravely rocked by the events of 12 January 1960, the day on which their third child – my older brother, John – was not only born, but also, within twelve hours, died. I suspect this family tragedy torpedoed my parents’ relationship, leaving an imperceptible hole beneath the waterline, through which water entered, unstaunched.

			Six years after their elder son’s death, my parents went on a skiing holiday with two couples, and my mother and one of the other husbands fell in love. They left their families and moved for six months to Australia, where they enjoyed life far from judgement. When my mother’s older sister Mary pointed out that such a protracted time away would weigh against her in a custody battle, my mother replied, ‘But when you think about it, what does it matter? All four of my children will be in boarding school in five years’ time – when Charles goes away. And then I will have equal time with each of them, in the holidays, anyway.’ It’s a calculation that makes sense when your brain is drunk with love, and when your standard for parental engagement is based on the traditionally distant model of the British upper classes.

			I can remember when I first realised that my mother was gone. One morning Mrs Petrie, the cheery, red-faced cleaner, showed me a postcard. She said it was from my mother and pointed to the picture on its front: ‘Look! Mummy’s in Australia – on holiday …’ Mrs Petrie’s tone was, as ever, upbeat and kind. But when she added ‘She will be back soon’, a switch turned off inside me, for I detected the lie at once: my mother, I knew with a thud in my chest, wasn’t coming home, even though I had no idea why.

			Shortly before my fifth birthday, my seven-year-old sister Diana and I got off the train at London’s cavernous Liverpool Street Station and saw our mother approaching, in an open-armed swoop. She was with a stranger – a broad-shouldered man – and they both looked deliriously happy. The man wore a dark suit and she a modish 1960s dress. They both had unusual speckles of colour scattered over their shoulders – confetti. My father’s lawyers had stopped my mother from introducing her new man to us when he had been her lover. But now he was her husband, the law stopped respectfully outside the marital door.

			‘This is your stepfather,’ my mother announced, excitedly. ‘Peter Shand Kydd!’ It was perhaps the first time I had heard that word ‘stepfather’. We had no idea how to address such a being, and the question mark must have shown on our faces, for the tall stranger looked down, still smiling from the heady excitement of the day, and said, ‘Just call me Peter.’ This was a delicious novelty: in the tiny world that we inhabited, no adult asked a child to call them by their first name. We headed to the taxi stand, and I learned that my family structure had sprouted new struts out of nowhere: for I now had two stepbrothers and a stepsister. The three of them were away at boarding school, so it would be months till we met.

			My mother and Peter bought a three-floored flat in Cadogan Place, in London’s Belgravia. There they had a housekeeper, Mrs Pierce, from Putney in south London. She had a loud, lilting voice, and her comedy heroes were Frankie Howerd and Benny Hill, who made her laugh raucously. When she babysat, she left her false teeth in a glass by the kitchen sink.

			We’d come to see my mother at Cadogan Place every fourth weekend in term time, and then would stay with her at her country house during the half of our school holidays that was allotted to her. She and Peter rented a house called Hilliers, an hour west of London. My sole memory of the place is a manmade pond, with a plentiful population of common newts. We were at Hilliers only briefly, but it must have been long enough to include the newts’ mating season – I remember admiring the crest on the males’ backs, a seasonal flourish that lent them the air of medieval warhorses, decked out for battle.

			But Peter was a man of the sea, who’d served in mini-submarines during the Second World War. Soon after marrying my mother, he decided to find a new home on the coast, so they could sail regularly. They moved, when I was six, to Itchenor, a harbour in Sussex whose voice was a cacophony of shackles on halyards, beating against metal masts.

			Their home there was Appleshore, a comfortable (if plain) modern house whose finest features, from a child’s perspective, were its kidney-shaped swimming pool and its pets. We had two dogs at Appleshore: Qantas, a thickset yellow Labrador, named after the airline my mother and Peter used for their annual get-away to Australia; and Carnaby, a Jack Russell who took his name from the street in London that had been the epitome of 1960s cool.

			I remember being in the front garden at Appleshore, one sunny afternoon during the summer when I had turned eight, shortly before setting off for Maidwell. We’d been cycling and swimming before enjoying a barbecue. I recall looking around slowly, absorbing the perfection of the moment, and thinking, with a dark flutter in my heart, This is all too good to last.

			At that moment, from beyond the tall trees that shielded us from the lane at the end of the drive, there came a crunching thud followed by the tinkling high notes of shattering glass. We rushed down to find a man lying shocked and bruised beside his motorbike. He managed to tell us that our two dogs had chased and caught up with him, and that the Labrador had jumped up and knocked him to the ground. My stepfather called an ambulance.

			The felled motorcyclist had escaped serious injury, but my mother decided on drastic action. While we were distracted by the drama, she had Qantas jump into her car and they disappeared together. On her return she was alone. She had, she explained, been to the vet and had Qantas put down.

			That evening, while up in my bedroom struggling to make sense of the agonising loss of Qantas, I heard my mother downstairs phoning friend after friend. To each she described the upending of the man on the motorbike, then recounted the decisive course she’d taken. ‘I couldn’t have the children having one last night with the dog,’ she said, in each call, with conviction and some pride, ‘and then have them crying as they said goodbye to him in the morning. It was better this way.’

			I felt, even then, that Qantas could surely have been trained not to chase people, instead of being put down. But that horrifying option was selected because of a skewed but sincere view as to what was in the children’s best interests.

			I’ve often wondered since if this deeply distressing episode, which took place weeks before I was despatched to boarding school, gives a clue as to why children like me were sent from home for our education: our mothers and fathers knew there would, inevitably, be keen pain. But, despite that, in our parents’ judgement, ‘it was better this way’.

			When young, my mother and later my three older sisters had been home-schooled at Park House by a governess, Gertrude Allen. ‘Allie’ was gentle yet cheerful, with a clear voice, white hair, fine skin and an open smile. Perhaps because of Allie’s advanced age, I was never entrusted to her classroom. Instead, in the autumn of 1968, when aged four, I was enrolled at Silfield School, in King’s Lynn.

			Before I set out on my first day, my father photographed Diana and me side by side on the top of the stone steps that led from Park House’s gravel border to the lawn below. I was resplendent in a piercingly scarlet blazer, my breast pocket and cap emblazoned with the school’s intricate black and gold crest of intertwining S’s. I wore baggy grey shorts, pulled up socks, new school shoes and a shy but excited smile on my face.

			The headmistress of Silfield was Jean Lowe, a patriotic, unmarried intellectual who had founded the school in 1953, the year of Queen Elizabeth’s coronation. My parents knew Miss Lowe slightly, as she helped at the charity fundraisers that they hosted from time to time at Park House. She was tall, white-haired, dark-eyed and slightly stooped; her billowing white blouse and shin-length skirt the dress of an old-fashioned governess. Her rich and husky voice had a sing-song tone that became fluty when animated. She crackled with emotional and academic intelligence, and possessed a natural, benevolent authority. Both her manner and her clothes harked back to an age when deference was expected and given.

			Although she could be strict, Miss Lowe saw that the children committed to her care were treated with kindness. This was a quality that danced in her
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