In the past five years I have worked in groups with about 40 fellow
boarding school survivors and I have corresponded, spoken and
sherad experiences with dozens of others. More recently, I have
worked as a psychotherapist with around twenty, most of whom have
been gay, lesbian or bisexual. It was in September 2004 that I stairted
to run workshops, the subject of this article. These were designed
specifically for gay men, like myself, who felt that their boarding
school experience was difficult to come to terms with and had had a
fong-terrmn negative impact.

At that point it was exactly _.1 ye .._ since I had entered therapy.
When 1 started that journey, I was unaware that my an -~ty, isolation
and sense of failure were linked to my schooling. Since then, I have
oscillated between anger zbout the damage done to me and insistence
that T have little genuinely to complain about. Struggling with this
duality is common. Boarders can buy into the myth that we were
special and fortunate, It is a tenacious introject. I find it less painful,
less shameful, to ‘defend my parents’ and maintain the story that I
was happy, than to admit that my daily reality at schoo! was tedium
and torment. If [ do voice my real feelings, I may do so « pologetically.

The major selling point of boarding schools is that they instil
‘character’, seli-confidence and self-reliance. 1 think this claim
deserves to be questioned. It is probably true that boarders can
grow into cornpetitive and domineering adults, and these are qualities
well rewarded in our scciety. However, the cost in many cases is
surely too great, in terms of the trauma of early abandonment and
institutionalis/“ic n symptems of which are clearly seen in adults
who are h surad, do not permit themseives normal
human we fallure, and are resistant to loving and being
loved.
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Nurturing parents know that their
children are dependent on their
protection and love. They set
boundaries to contain their children
and support them to become
gradually less dependent, by
individuating, by making choices and
developing their adult form.
Crucially, this is an organic process
that needs to be at a pace
appropriate to the individual.
Boarding can be damaging because
it takes parents and family out of the
picture and substitutes premature
independence, combined with
dependency on the school, an
overweening, ersatz authority. An
institution is not designed to meet a
child’s emotional needs, and the child
may conclude that their emotions are
unimportant or a mere nuisance.

It is important that more therapists
are aware of the scars that ex-
boarders may carry, very often
hidden from view. ‘Now that I
realize’, one client said to me, ‘that
my problems of low self esteem,
depression, fear of intimacy and
difficulty with relationships are classic
by-products of the boarding
experience, I feel that much of my
previcus therapy was wide of the
mark. ‘The surface the client
presents can be quite polished and
urbane. When I myself meet other
ex-boarders, I tend to connect
through humour and am skilled at
appearing confident and tough; 1
have to show that I survived. I was
conditioned from childhood not to ask
for emotional support, nor to share
unhappiness. To talk about my needs
or vulnerability at boarding school
would have been unthinkably ‘sissy’
or ‘soft’ - especially taboo given my
awareness at some level of being
gay.

The key thing to note is that, at an
early age, we had every significant
relationship abruptly, unnecessarily
cut off. Mothers, fathers, sibiings,
cousins, grandparents, friends, pets,
home, neighbourhood, community
were suddenly lost. (I use the word
‘unnecessarily’ advisedly: of course
there are rare exceptions where
family life is so dysfunctional that
boarding comes as a relief by
comparison.) The breach of
relationships has implications, for
example, when an ex-boarder grows
up and comes out to his family; the
healthy connection, which might
support a person in the process of
coming out, has already been
radically broken. Not surprisingly,
‘nesting’ and the security of a home
can feel extremely important and
healing, and many of us have found
new communities and ‘families of
choice’ which have gone some way
to filling the gap left by the rupture
in our childhood.

A vital part of the healing work is
making the effort to imagine - or to
remember, if we are ex-boarders -
the shock felt by the child on first
arrival at school. In a sense, that is
to make contact with the child before
he adapted to his new environment
and shut down his authentic, feeling
part. ‘I didn’t complain to my parents’
is the message I hear from ex-
boarders when asked to recall their
first hours at school, ‘Because that
would have let them down.” This is a
very wrong thing for a child to have
been taught. To be vulnerable or
powerless should not invite
contempt, and to need love and
reassurance is human and naturat.

The child who arrives at boarding
school is well aware that his parents,
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personalities within the same
individual. I am aware of this
dichotomy in myself and watch for it
in the therapy room. Up to a certain
point, one can expect the client to
comply or co-operate, but, sooner
or later, the rebel side asserts him
or herself, absolutely refusing to be
moulded and very happy to ‘cock a
snook’. I see this not as ‘resistance’
to be overcome, but as an attempt
to make a personal boundary, which
I will support in any way that I can,
for example by facilitating the client
to express, and to have a bodily
experience of, their anger. It is part
of the process of developing their
sense of self, which was disturbed
by being separated from home.

Men who were sent away at a
variety of ages, from seven up to
about fourteen, have attended my
workshops. They were at boarding
school from the 1940s through to the
early 1990s, so pre-Wolfenden
Report up to the era of Section 28.
They include men who did, and men
who did not, identify as gay when
they were at school, and others who
had at least a dim awareness of their
gayness. Some are still uncertain of
their sexual orientation. Some had
sexual relations at school, and this
was not always consenting. All were
at single-sex boarding schools, and all
experienced their schools as
profoundly homophobic environments.
Their parents, in some cases
disappointed by their failure to align
with male gender norms, had no
doubt sent them away, in part, to
‘make a man of them’ They went to
a place where silence around
gayness suggested a real sense of
dread. Sex was punishable by
expulsion - the threat of a second
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exile - and only took place under
pretence of machismo and coldness.
My memory, and generally that of
the people 1 have worked with, is of
repressive, austere, joyless
institutions from which everything
tactile, sensual or voluptuous was
deliberately excluded. ‘Ironically,
there was plenty of sex in the Latin
poetry that was force-fed to us, ‘one
man pointed out, ‘but I kept myself
safely emasculated and ignorant of
what it really meant. "Amo” was just
a verb to be conjugated’. Masculinity
was policed from the outside and self-
policed. ‘If you were identified as a
‘cock watcher’ or a ‘perv’, at the very
least you were derided and
threatened. ‘Some attempted to
keep themselves safe by adopting an
exaggeratedly firm handshake, with
no hint of a limp wrist, and doing
whatever else they could to pass
themselves off as heterosexual.

The author Paul Monette, a gay
boarding school survivor, firmly
believed for years that sex and love
could not co-exist. ‘As long as I kept
them apart, love would be sexless
and sex loveless, endlessly
repeating the cycle of self-denial and
self-abuse’. Several clients have
indicated their aversion to intimacy.
This can manifest as engaging in
furtive or dangerous sexual
activities, obsessing about an
unavailable partner, or withdrawing
and isolating all together. Others
report anxiety and/or physical
tension that prevent a satisfying and
pleasurable experience of sex within
a loving relationship, which may be
because sexuality has been split off
from the rest of the persanality.
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‘I yearn for a sustained, warm,
intimate relationship’, one gay ex-
boarder told me. His behaviour,
however, shows as contradictory and
ambivalent. It would seem that, in
common with other ex-boarders, he
avoids anger, conflict, play,
spontaneity, weakness, and being
open to possible rejection - all
constituents of intimacy. ‘It is almost
like an allergic reaction, whenever 1
get close to a possible partner, or
even think about intimacy’, another
client has reported.

If and when they do get into intimate
relationships, survivaors relate to their
partner in a controlled and
controlling manner. ‘It's the
difference between being committed
with all my heart and soul, being
passionate and honest, and saying
what I'm thinking, or, on the other
hand, always making calculations
and judgments about what I'll get
away with’, one man explained. ‘I
want to ensure that he doesn’t leave
me, and also that he doesn’t discover
the truth about me, how bad I am -
this is an absolute ‘must’/, T will do
anything to achieve it. To me, this
has the flavour of real, urgent, life-
and-death need for survival, the
‘strategic survival personality’ in
action. Honesty, empathy and
sharing may appear to be present in
the relationship, but at some level it
is a masquerade. The ex-boarder is
playing a secret, clever game - a
‘role’, a ‘'pretence’, as some
described it to me - censoring his true
thoughts and feelings, clinging to his
partner while passing himself off as
a secure and confident person. After
all, he got a lot of practice ‘passing
off’ at boarding school.

Sometimes it needs to be explained
to ex-boarders that what they have
been engaged in is a pretence of
loving. As survivors, they have
learned to care mainly or exclusively
about themselves, whereas having
a real, gratifying, loving relationship
involves action and effort. 'I know
that I will be really healed when I
can make love to, with, for and about
my partner’, someone movingly said
to me.

Relationships require us to manage
both closeness and distance, to
regulate our contact and ourselves.
The people I have worked with find
this difficult. To anyone who has not
been at a traditional boarding school,
or has not had an analcgous
experience of complete abandonment,
missing an absent friend or lover is a
manageable experience. Some
survivors, on the other hand, find it
intolerable to hold the other at a
distance. Separating from the other
is iike being emptied out. Better to
switch off loving feelings, than
attempt to cherish and sustain them
in absentia. That is the dilemma.
‘After the experience of being
incarcerated at school, literally
counting out the days, months and
years’, one person said to me, ‘it's
just too painful to let myself miss my
partner’. Missing and longing have to
be abolished as experiences, and
endings or transitions erased. Thus
there is no continuous thread of
relationship; each new meeting
entails starting afresh. This is
something a therapist needs to keep
feeding back to his client about,
finding ways to support a sense of
continuity of relationship, until
hopefully in time the client begins to
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tneir own sadness and gentleness,
having had an opportunity to get to
knovs others who survived a similar
childhood experiernce. Men who are
used to hiding, feeling small or
invisible in groups of other men,
report having had a powerfully
dificrent cxoerience on  the
workshaps, after breaking their
sile ~ce ahiout their hurt and anger.

sre willing to give to each
. and receive from each other,
Troction, zppreciation and
accentance, which they might
ordinarily find intolerable. For me
it has been key to reverse the
efficient suppression of emotion,
which was supported by the
boardin. exgperis..ce. Ex-boarders
cen flivo with veelings but then
briskly move on. Worning with
them, itis important to let them have
c2ice for their feelings. In
particular, they are entitled to feel
rage, a2nd it needs ziring at some
tirne. In that way, they can come
to a ple T where they feel clear, and
can ce.ebrate themseives and feel

preud ratner than ashamed.

I want to @ecknowledge that
boardi: ng ~~hao0ls are beginning to
move , h the t...s Whether they
are =ny more than ‘children’s care
homes’ {ur the ‘privileged’, even
[l leave for oters to judge.
sorme outgoing toc.r.oeen or
fv~=n year-olds, tha exjerience of
boaerding minkt be a life-unhancing
adventure. For the younger ones, I
cen culy exopress some reliel and
pi---ure that there tend to be more
frequent and longer visits home,
maore fluid interaction v "~ parents
snd friends, mobiie phones and
2mail to stay in touch with, and
cour . ilors and other sources of
~~=iideniial 2nd sensitive support.
1 am toid that the madern
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curriculum generally includes
discussion about sexuality, feelings
and relaticnships, thaet the
competitive ethos is softening, that
there is a Finder, iess uv‘ihonta.iaf‘,
255 bullying atmosphare. In today's
boarding scnoois, I am infriimed,
to be gay no longer autom _ically
means to be asL“'nwo and invy ble.
Thus, the worst effects of separeion
from family are b=ing m Ligated,
thouah those wno e >
distant, whe .ner geog p Valiy oF
emotionally, will continue to
struggle, as will those who arz first
sent away at a young age. The
younger the ¢hild, the more likely
it is that removal from family !
parental care and all ({he
attachments of home will precli cde

Duffell, Nick & Bland, Rcoc. t. The

Acknowiccaomnnt

Finally, T would Iike to uckno ' ~sige
my debt to the « -~ wa | i the

field of hearding school ¢ rvived
work, Nick C.772, viase e :
experience vnderpin -4 ovid~ a2
frare  Hri Jor my ; Vi, end o
has taugh. m  that the ¢ ~2vieud
to our L‘o\.ls deserves ¢ oqmuw
and honouiing. I also give waz-m
thanks to Richard ¢k 2
jead me 0 facilitetn o
2005 workzhop.
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