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For Simon and Fone, the very best of friends down the long years


   

Fear and Fearfulness


from the Bloomsbury Thesaurus



Fear: fright, terror, horror, horrification, affright, dread, awe, panic, phobia, aversion, mortal fear, fear and trembling, unholy terror, fit of terror, blind panic, icy fingers, cold sweat, blood running cold, hair standing on end, chattering teeth, knocking knees; informal funk, blue funk. 


Fearfulness: nervousness, timorousness, apprehension, apprehensiveness, anxiety, uneasiness, tension, trepidation, consternation, perturbation, alarm, unease, disquiet, dismay, foreboding, misgivings, qualms, agitation, nerves, palpitations, shivers, quaking, shaking, trembling, goose flesh, goose bumps, butterflies in the stomach, sinking stomach, stage fright, shivers up and down the spine; informal the jitters, the jumps, the willies, the jimjams, the collywobbles, the heebie-jeebies, a flat spin.
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The Fear Factor


If I were on the edge of a precipice and a large grasshopper sprang on to me … I should prefer to fling myself over the edge.


Salvador Dali


Twelve years ago, in 2003, I had a sudden heart attack on an easyJet plane about to take off from Bristol airport. Over the next three days in an NHS intensive care unit, twelve unsuccessful attempts were made to start my heart again. On the thirteenth attempt it obliged. By then a brilliant Italian surgeon had removed one twelve-inch artery from my leg and another from my mammary system (not much use to men!) to replace the two furred-up arteries that had caused my collapse.


Five years later, when I was crawling up a rope some 300 metres below the summit of Everest, a massive angina attack reminded me that my body’s engine was hovering around its sell-by date.


The original Bristol trauma occurred with no warning at all and I can still remember nothing about it. Although it nearly killed me, I felt no fear, whereas had I known what was about to happen I would, of course, have been extremely afraid.


The Everest trauma was preceded by extreme pain in my chest and I was immediately aware that, suspended from a rope on a near-vertical ice wall at almost 29,000 feet (8,800 metres) above sea level at midnight, I was about to have another heart attack. The result was immediate panic. I was more terrified at that moment than at any other time in my life and, as a result, failed to think and react sensibly. Initially, I quite forgot the glyceryl trinitrate pills in my jacket pocket, which I carried for the specific treatment of just such an angina attack. By the time I remembered the pills, ripped off my oxygen mask and located the bottle, the wire stitches that had held my rib cage together since the previous transplant operation felt as though they were being torn out of my chest.


Over the years I have experienced both apprehension and panic, and I learnt early on that to achieve success in my chosen career of breaking polar-travel world records, I would need to prevent fear from causing pessimism and negativity, both of which are powerful ingredients of failure.


Trained in the army to ‘know your enemy’, I studied all aspects of fear with meticulous care, as though it were the topic of an examination. From basic fight-or-flight responses to the multiple stresses and worries of modern life that are causing an ever-increasing number of anxiety-related suicides worldwide.


The mechanics of fear are still being studied in laboratories using rats, cockroaches, chimpanzees and medical students, but the basics were revealed by the American physiologist Walter Cannon early in the twentieth century when he discovered that all mammals’ digestive systems are disrupted by stress. Other fear symptoms that he noted included the tensing of muscles in readiness for action, and raised heart rates and blood pressure to pump blood with speed into limbs in readiness to flee.


For millions of years our ancestors, whether monkeys or hominids, have been alerted and often saved by their inbuilt ‘fight, flight or freeze’ alarm system. Although the daily perils of prehistoric life are no longer with us, we have retained many of the once-useful and involuntary reactions of a caveman, such as nostril dilation and bristling of our hair follicles, which may once have made our ancestors look more scary to their enemies.


This fight-or-flight inherited impulse is strong enough, laboratory research has confirmed, so that even today we are more likely to fear events or aggressive creatures that provided frequent threats to our ancestors, instead of the potentially lethal dangers of our modern lives. Thus we are much more likely to fear snakes and cliff walks rather than guns and fast traffic.


Love and fear are important emotions that help humans reproduce and survive, and both come with differing levels of enthusiasm. We can feel friendly, loving or adoring just as we can experience anxiety, phobias, fear and outright panic. Fear comes from the Old English word faer, denoting calamity or danger. This changed in Middle English to mean alarm, dread and an intense desire to defend oneself by fight or flight. With fear, unlike mere anxiety, there is a clear danger located in space and time that must be dealt with. The danger is tangible, although the element of fear is not, since it merely arises and exists in the mind.


Over the last two decades various new instruments, including functional magnetic resonance imagery, have allowed neuroscientists to observe functions of the brain and so establish basic facts about fear, which were previously mere unproven theories. Also, by identifying some of the 2 per cent of human DNA that differs from that of chimpanzees, scientists have isolated a single gene which regulates the production of neurons.


We can produce 100 billion neurons, which give us far greater thinking powers than chimpanzees. This also means that our brains have grown in physical size so that our bigger skulls make human births more problematic and our necks are more easily broken. Evolution has clearly decided that increased brainpower makes these extra risks worthwhile. Monkeys evolved from crocodiles, whose thinking brain (or neocortex) is made up of thin single-cell sheaths. In monkeys these sheaths evolved into multi-celled, onion-type objects with new capabilities, including clever use of tools.


Part of the further-evolved neocortex, which is only present in humans, is now identified as the prefrontal cortex and is the key to our uniquely capable thinking processes.


Returning to our definitions of the varying degrees of fear, most of us are anxious for much of our lives, for anxiety is an emotion similar to fear but without any objective source of danger. It is our ever-revolving radar scanner on the alert for trouble.


Most people have phobias without knowing it. They can be inherited or acquired and consist of exaggerated fear of a situation (say, a snake confrontation) that is out of proportion to the actual danger and is beyond the voluntary control of the afflicted phobic sufferer. The word ‘phobia’ stems from Phobos, a Greek god who provoked terror in his enemies. Panic involves an attack of intense fear when suddenly confronted with danger. The god Pan is usually known for his friendly rural music, but he was originally fabled for his ability to evoke terror out of thin air.


In my life I have found that anxiety is healthy if kept in its place, panic is to be avoided at all costs, and fear is a welcome mechanism that enables the body and brain to work at their best.


I do not claim to be an expert on Fear, and I am certainly no psychologist, but I do know that I have developed my own way of fighting my inner fears and in the following pages I will describe various situations that have made me anxious, other times when I was distinctly nervous and tempted to abandon the challenge of that moment, and quite a few memorable moments when I was scared stiff.


When I force myself to face up to such fears I concentrate on comparing myself with others who have stood up to far worse situations, and sometimes over many years. People, ordinary and not so ordinary, who through the twists and turns of fate have found themselves face-to-face with fear and terror in its various guises, from bullying, persecution and torture, to man-made massacres and natural disasters. 


I say to myself, aloud, ‘They did it and they survived. So don’t be a wimp. Go for it … Now!’


* * *


In 1943 RAF fighters from 204 Squadron forced many German bombers to drop their bombs before they reached their London targets. Living in Surrey at the time, my mother witnessed the explosive results, including a blown-to-bits cow in the neighbouring field to our home. Another local peril at the time was the unpredictable arrival of V1 and V2 rockets, Hitler’s latest hi-tech weaponry.


That August my father came home briefly from the war, my mother was pleased to see him and I was conceived. He was killed that November while leading his tank regiment, the Royal Scots Greys, to liberate Naples. His father, my grandad Eustace, died the same year, and my only other male paternal relative, Uncle Johnny, had been killed in the First World War.


Through the long months of 1944 whenever the sirens blared, my mother hustled me, then a baby, under the sturdy kitchen table with my three older sisters. Day-to-day life at that time, Mum later told me, was lived on the edge. Fear was never very far away, and nor were tales of horror.


The week that I was conceived, in June 1943, thousands of people were blown up or burnt to death during air raids on Coventry and London, with RAF revenge raids on Wuppertal and Hamburg, where a firestorm incinerated 31,000 citizens.


Three weeks before my first birthday, heavy RAF and USAF bombers flew over our house in a two-mile-wide formation on their way to the city of Dresden. There are old folk in Dresden care homes today who still remember the events of that night of terror in February 1945.


The city’s old buildings, once hit, blazed and quickly linked together in an all-consuming inferno that in some areas of the city reached a temperature of over 1,000˚C. The inferno created fire tornadoes of hurricane force that flung burning property, furniture and people with their clothes on fire into the air and over considerable distances. Many areas of the central city burned for three days, and a pall of smoke three-and-a-half miles high, containing paper, wood and other items, hung over the city. 


Citizens, after cowering terrified in cellars and basements, died either from incineration while trying to escape amid huge curtains of flame, or by asphyxiation from smoke and fumes where they hid. In one basement ninety young girls were all found sitting as if still alive. For hours after the raids were over, the streets were full of the screams of the injured, and the death toll exceeded 23,000.


My grandmother Florrie, in her eighties with her husband dead and two sons killed, wanted to end her days back in her childhood home near Cape Town. So she took my mother and all of us children from war-torn Britain to the beautiful vineyard valley of Constantia, which had been farmed by her numerous Rathfelder ancestors for some three generations. I was still a baby at the time of our exodus to Africa. Whilst Granny supervised the building of our new home in the shadow of Table Mountain, we lived for a year beside the sea in a rented bungalow, and I gained a reputation there as the ‘naughtiest boy on the beach’, yelling at my nanny and tearing her stockings at a time when nylons were hard to come by. 


I remember very little of those early days in Africa, other than various disconnected events that made me frightened, such as crossing the street between the beach and the bungalow when a bicyclist, struck head-on by a speeding car, shrieked as he splattered against the windscreen and was messily killed. I can still recall that image as though it happened yesterday.


According to my sister Gill, who is five years older than me, I was ‘spoiled rotten’, for Granny and my mother doted on me and I had no male relatives.


Aged four I was sent to the local Little People’s School, where bullying was rife. My self-defence weapons were a piercing scream and the tactic of ingratiating myself with the main bullies by asking them home to tea, with an abundance of yummy cream cakes on offer.


My sister Gill loved her Anglo–Arab horse and often won showjumping competitions at gymkhanas, being beaten only from time to time by our cousin and near neighbour Gonda Butters who, as Gonda Betrix, later became South Africa’s leading Olympic showjumper. I was given a Zulu pony but, after being kicked on the knee, tried to avoid all horsey activities whatsoever. Gill, after watching the movie Ben Hur, would, on horseback, tow me round and round the lawn on a piece of sacking and she gave me the name of Jockey Jelly John.


At the other end of our garden was a small, dark wood in which our gardener John made a grape-based drug with the local name of dagga. I was very frightened of that wood and never entered it. John disappeared one day and his successor, named Abner, fell out with a local witch doctor, who placed a spell on him. He begged for help from Granny, who told him that God would protect him. But Abner, who was from the Transkei, did not believe in God and he died for no apparent reason later that month.


At one end of our valley one of Granny’s sisters owned a redundant swimming pool, which at that time was a slimy breeding ground for frogs and giant toads. One day, fishing for them with a butterfly net, I slipped and fell in. Being a non-swimmer, I cried out as I began to drown. Two of my sisters, who were sunbathing nearby, dived in and saved me, and for a while I stopped being rude to both of them. The fear of that brief moment of panic came back to me a year or so later during a beach outing to the Cape resort of Hermanus. 


A white woman on the beach close to us fell asleep and her husband took his surfboard out into the breakers. After a while his wife awoke and, clearly worried about her missing husband, told the beach attendant. A rubber boat with an outboard was launched and I remember sharing a tiny part of the apprehension of that poor woman as she awaited the return of the lifeboat. I also recall her uncontrollable sobbing when her husband was brought back dead.


Some days after my sixth birthday, while my mother was away, Granny was ill and I wanted a slice of my birthday cake, which was locked in the larder. I asked Christine the cook, who held the key, for a slice, but she knew that this was forbidden until teatime and shook her head. I had recently come across a pistol (once owned by my father) while rummaging in my mother’s bedroom, so I took advantage of her absence and, pointing the pistol at Christine’s stomach, I told her, ‘The cake or your life!’ She screamed and fled. I was later beaten with a cane by my mother, who fixed a notice above my bed that read: 


Never, never let your gun 


Pointed be at anyone.


Granny kept fit in her early eighties by shuffling her way along the sandy trails between the vineyards that surrounded us. In those days the grape farms belonging to our relations covered an area of Constantia known as the Valley of the Vines and Granny would drop in for a cuppa with various cousins. On one occasion when I accompanied her, a pair of Rottweiler guard dogs, normally chained to their kennels, were loose and attacked us. Granny waved her walking-stick at them, so they took the easy option and went for me. I screeched in terror as one tore at my pullover and the other bit through my left hand. I retained the two round scars of its incisor teeth for many years.


In her mid-eighties Granny, the formidable driving force of our family for as long as I could remember, grew increasingly forgetful and quiet. So my mother, by nature a happy-go-lucky sort of person, had to make key decisions, one of which was whether or not to continue to bring up her four children in South Africa. Two factors helped her to decide that she would take us back to Britain. She was an active member of the Black Sash anti-apartheid movement and had heard, through local gossip, rumours of a ‘petrol war’ that the predecessors of the ANC were said to be planning, whereby the suborned household staff of well-off white people would set fire to their homes on a given night. Whether or not this plan was ever in danger of achieving fruition I have no idea, but to my mother and many of our friends it certainly created a background of fear and uncertainty.


One evening I heard my mother sobbing alone in the kitchen. I put my arms around her as she told me of two local men from the vlei, a collection of huts by the stream that flowed through our valley, who had severely beaten a stranger whom they believed to be a thief. They had dragged him, bleeding profusely and blinded in one eye, up our drive and demanded that my mother phone the police.


Their victim had apparently died by the time the police turned up, and my mother, who was badly shocked by the event, decided then that she would leave Africa as soon as Granny died.


That December, aged eight, I watched from our attic window as the seasonal berg winds caused great forest fires to race up the flanks of Table Mountain to the immediate north of Constantia. The following New Year’s Eve our cousin and next-door neighbour, Googie Marais, sent a fusillade of bullets over our roof. My mother explained that this was a traditional and ‘friendly’ act, known as ‘shooting the bounds’.


During my school holidays an historic event, known as the Van Riebeeck Festival, was celebrated in Cape Town. This event has taken place once every century since 1652 to celebrate the landing of Jan van Riebeeck, a Dutch colonial administrator who landed at Cape Town and established a way station there. Mum decided that I should visit the festival and enjoy the sideshows. At the last minute she could not go with me, so a family friend (who much later became my youngest sister’s mother-in-law), a Scottish lady named Isobel, agreed to take me. 


I was small for my age and timid. Isobel was keen that I should experience a chariot ride on a rickshaw hauled at a trot by a giant Zulu warrior with an ostrich-plumed headdress that must have made him seem huge and terrifying. I yelled, fled and ignored all Isobel’s urgings and scornful comments. She reported my behaviour to my mother together with the dire warning that her only son was turning into a wimp, of whom his late, illustrious father would not be proud.


In 1950 Granny suffered a stroke and died. To please my mother, I made an effort to live up to my father’s reputation. I would often look at the velvet-lined showcases of his medals and those of his father, and I dreamed that one day I would win my own medals. An early effort at ‘being brave’ was to join those macho boys at my school who could perform running somersaults into the school sandpit. Misjudging the distance on one occasion, I hit my head on the concrete edge of the pit and was taken to the local A&E unit where my neck was clicked back into its correct position; I felt proud.


Aged nine, I was sent to a boarding school where the headmaster, from time to time, beat me for very good reason. He also awarded me the School Divinity Prize, and for a month or two I decided to become a priest.


During my first term at the boarding school, there were two boys who had both been at my previous school. They were bigger and stronger than me and the three of us formed a close friendship, for which I was extremely grateful. However, during my second term a gang of three boys from a couple of classes senior to mine began to pick on the children in my class, especially during the seldom-supervised morning and afternoon breaktimes.


To my growing astonishment and dismay, my two special friends, instead of responding to my appeals to lead our own defensive grouping against the bullies, actually joined the three bullies by running errands for them, such as cutting and collecting bamboo canes with which to chase me and my classmates around the playground and the games fields.


To this day I can picture the faces of the two boys who betrayed the friendship that to me at the time was a life prop, a second family, an alliance which gave me self-confidence. It was my first seal of acceptance, like a child from a care home joining an urban gang.


Even now I think of them as the scum of the earth. They chose to sup with the Devil and betray their own best friend – me – out of cowardice, wanting to protect their own skins. It is a lesson I have never forgotten, and it helps that I still nurse the long-ago intense dislike I held for my two erstwhile school-friends, who dumped me and joined the school bullies to avoid being bullied themselves.


During the school holidays in South Africa, I would wake my mother every morning with a kiss and draw back her bedroom curtains. One day a dislodged spider landed on the back of my neck, bit me, then ran down the inside of my pyjamas. For some reason I felt numb with fear and sure that I was about to die in agony: maybe I had read too many deadly spider stories in my comics. Quite what the psychology may have been behind the resulting phobia I have never worked out, but I developed from that day and for many subsequent years a deep-rooted fear of all spiders, even harmless little English ones.


I was once badly bitten by a large, aggressive Rottweiler guard dog, but that never caused me to fear other dogs. And when I was nearly ten years old, my mother took all my sisters to the Kruger National Park in the summer holidays. I was considered too young and likely to do silly things near wild animals, so I was sent to Aunt Utcha’s poultry farm in a desolate stretch of scrubland called Kommetie Sands. 


I helped the only farmhand, Utcha’s son Michael, to collect hundreds of eggs every dawn. There may not have been dangers at Kommetie, in comparison with the wild animals of the Kruger, but there was an abundance of snakes, mostly puff adders, rat snakes and boomslangs, a local brand of tree snake. Michael ignored them, even those inside the chicken shacks, so I followed his example. Later in life I was to patrol by night in snake-ridden lands for many months at a time and without any worries, but throughout my teenage years spiders scared me witless.


This spider fear is very common, I now know, as is that of snakes. Even among Eskimos (the Inuit) who have never seen a live snake, humans have a genetic ability to spot and identify snakes in movies more quickly than they can spot other animals, including lizards. Four-year-old children can locate snakes faster in pictures than they can other, equally camouflaged, animals. Snakes kill over 100,000 people a year, even nowadays, many of them in East Africa where our ancestors originated, and their genetic fears of snakes were deeply embedded prior to their emigrations to snake-less places.


Just as rats born in research laboratories will be automatically terrified of cats, so will a baby human fear snakes, including an Inuit child whose ancestors have for centuries never even heard of snakes. 


Over the centuries, all types of creepy-crawlies have infested our minds with fear. Wasps, maggots, spiders, cockroaches and worms, they all arouse a natural human reaction of disgust or distaste. As a result, we often drench our environment with insecticides, even if many of the insect victims have key environmental functions, such as honey-bees, which are our vital global pollinators.


I make an income by lecturing all over the world at business conferences, and as a consequence spend many nights in hotels, often in the capitals of Third World countries. After reading various horror stories about the evil effects of bedbug bites, I have become fastidious about checking the sheets and duvets everywhere I sleep. This bug obsession, I was assured by a psychologist friend, was not related to my spider phobia, and I was relieved to be told that about one person in ten develops a phobia of some sort during their lifetime, the most common concerning animals or heights. Worldwide nearly 50 million people experience anxiety involving animals, and 11 million wrestle with entomophobia (fear of insects).


There are many suggested techniques for ridding yourself of a phobia such as ophidiophobia – a fear of snakes. One that is said to work well is used by the psychiatrist Joseph Wolpe, which involves gradual exposure therapy. You make a start by studying photos of snakes in ever more threatening poses, then you graduate to watching them in cages, and finally you interact by stroking harmless varieties.


In the USA, where phobia statistics are helpfully available, it is clear that animal and insect phobias tend to begin at the age of about ten, get worse around twenty and then, if untreated, may stay in place till death. The human condition, which causes virtually no phobias involving fear of fast-moving vehicles or of guns, despite the fact that they kill more every day than American animals and insects kill in a year, shows the power of our inherited instincts. After all, our ancestors lived under threat from lions, spiders and snakes for 4 million years, compared with our experience of being run over or shot in a mere, comparative, blink of an eye. 


I had, despite many childhood visits to Cape Town Zoo, always kept well away from lions, but, unlike spiders, they were easily befriended and, after a brief introduction to a friendly lioness at the ALERT lion-cub rescue centre in Zimbabwe, I happily went for a walk with her. And our innate fear of insects is a sensible protective feature, bearing in mind that a common housefly in a modern slum is known to be coated with bacteria, and that stings and bites have led to many millions of people dying from plagues, yellow fever and malaria.


Of all catalogued human phobias, only acrophobia (fear of heights) and claustrophobia (fear of enclosed spaces) are more prevalent than snake and spider phobias. Various specific insect sub-phobias include: 


Acarophobia: fear of insects that cause itching 


Apiphobia or Melissophobia: fear of bees 


Arachnephobia or Arachnophobia: fear of spiders 


Entomophobia or Insectophobia: fear of insects 


Isopterophobia: fear of termites 


Katsaridaphobia: fear of cockroaches 


Mottephobia: fear of moths 


Myrmecophobia: fear of ants 


Pediculophobia or Phthiriophobia: fear of lice 


Scabiophobia: fear of scabies mites 


Spheksophobia: fear of wasps


An interesting addition to these is the fear of grasshoppers, which was made notorious by the surrealist painter Salvador Dali. As a child he was bullied by other children, who threw large grasshoppers at him. This made him scream, which only encouraged this unique form of torment, to the point where the mere mention of a grasshopper sent Dali into hysterics.


He must have been a touch weird, because his favourite pet was, for years, a bat that he found dead one day being eaten by ants. Because of his resulting lifelong terror of ants and grasshoppers, many of Dali’s most famous paintings feature horrific images of both insect types involved in scenes of decay and destruction. When he was middle-aged, he told a journalist, ‘If I were on the edge of a precipice and a large grasshopper sprang on to me and fastened on to my face, I should prefer to fling myself over the edge rather than endure this frightful thing.’


Phobia-delving psychologists have long pointed to any fear of insects as being entwined with the allied emotion of disgust caused by images of slime and maggots writhing in rotten flesh. Mark Twain once wrote:


The fly … hunts up patients suffering from loathsome and deadly diseases; wades in their sores, gaums its legs with a million death-dealing germs; then comes to that healthy man’s table and wipes these things off on the butter and discharges a bowel-load of typhoid germs and excrement on his batter cakes.


Many insects are cleverly designed for specific tasks that, for their survival and propagation, require them to squirm, ooze, penetrate human organs (such as earwigs into ears in old wives’ tales), infest pubic hair, or wriggle into the skin as in the case of bilharzia. There are a million species of insect known to science and there are thought to be another 4 million yet to be classified. It is no wonder that so many people are scared of creepy-crawlies. More than half the earth’s organisms are insects.


I would eventually overcome my teenage fear of spiders, but I do have a history of other personal anxieties, some of which have lasted longer than others.


In the 1980s I worked for the Los Angeles-based Dr Hammer of Occidental Oil as his gofer in Europe, and I arranged for him to be the speaker for the host industry at the annual oil-company bosses’ black-tie dinner at the Grosvenor House hotel in London.


Only a week before the dinner, Dr Hammer, in his mid-eighties, fell ill and told me to give the speech on his behalf. When I passed this news to the president of the dinner, the most important European oil event of the year, he spluttered, ‘Ran, you can’t be serious. If your boss can’t come, we will invite the chairman of Shell or BP. I don’t wish to be rude, but you are a nonentity in the oil world.’


I quickly nodded my agreement, as I was way out of my depth. I phoned Dr Hammer in LA, but he was enraged. ‘I can’t make it. So my representative will make my speech.’


In the event the president did not wish to upset the chairman of Occidental Oil, so he had to accept the lowly me. I asked him who the dinner’s guest speaker would be, so that I could do my homework and say polite things about him.


‘Ran, I’m afraid that is confidential for security reasons. I cannot tell you until an hour before the dinner.’


My nerves were so tattered with apprehension when the day of the dinner arrived that I contemplated cancelling my speech with some last-minute excuse. But then, I realised, I would lose my well-paid job for sure.


I took four aspirins, donned my dinner jacket and, two hours before the dinner, met the president at the Grosvenor House hotel.


‘Our guest speaker,’ he told me with great pride, ‘is Mrs Thatcher, and here are a few notes about her support for the North Sea oil industry that you can add to your speech.’


This was very bad news. At the time Mrs Thatcher was at the zenith of her popularity, even more so than after the Falklands War. This was due to the sympathy (even from some of her habitual Labour opponents) that she had earned the previous week, when an IRA bomb had exploded in the Brighton hotel where she was staying during the annual Conservative Party conference. She narrowly escaped death, but five people in nearby rooms were killed and thirty-one were injured.


I sat next to her during the dinner and she gave a rousing speech, at the end of which she apologised for having to rush off ‘to the House’. Then, as she left the ballroom, the entire room, over a thousand oil bosses, stood up, cheering and stamping their feet, and they continued to do so for several minutes after she had disappeared.


The red-coated toast-master eventually managed to bring the room to order so that the president could introduce the next speaker. When I stood up, I could hear the muttering, which was along the lines of, ‘Who the hell is he?’ I have never felt more inadequate nor more out of place in my life, even on arrival at Eton, and if I have ever experienced the effects of PTSD, it happened in the aftermath of that dinner. 


Even now I feel butterflies before lecturing at black-tie dinners, especially in that Grosvenor House ballroom, despite the fact that I make a living by giving talks at conferences all over the world.
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Fear of the Bullies


We will catch you in Judy’s Passage and break your fingers


Anonymous


After Granny died, my mother managed to sell our Constantia home and one day announced to me and my sisters that we would all be ‘going to England’. To her, this must have meant a great relief and a longed-for homecoming. My three older sisters, all over fifteen, still retained memories of an English home, but to me the move meant an exodus to an alien place.


‘You will love it there,’ my mother assured me. ‘There is nothing to fear.’


She managed to buy an old cottage in Lodsworth, a Sussex village beside the woods through which wound the River Lod. Our neighbours, on the other side of the woods, had a nine-year-old daughter with very blue eyes, called Ginny.


I was sent to a boarding prep school in Wiltshire where there were two other boys from South Africa, but I worked hard to lose the last traces of my Cape Town accent. I enjoyed my time there and studied hard enough to be accepted by Eton College, which was where I first learned what it feels like to be a social outcast. Not due to any lingering colonial traces, but because I was a pretty boy.


Not long after my arrival at Eton aged twelve and at the key time for making early friendships, establishing some sort of mini-identity amongst peers, and sensitive to each and every new childish insult, I learned that I had been branded a tart. This, I discovered, meant that I sold sexual favours to older boys in return for popularity, or out of fear of threats. The fact that this was untrue did not stop the gossip from spreading and soon being passed to me with wide grins by my leering classmates, who were lucky enough to have less girlish looks. Perhaps because this curse came out of the blue, since my mother had never been advised to warn me of its existence, and possibly because my all-female upbringing (with no brothers) had left me inexperienced in the art of being equally nasty back to verbal bullies, I merely clammed up, deeply hurt, now that I was known as a tart; a word I still hate.


For the next two years I loathed school, lost all my confidence and, at an especially bad period in the summer of 1958, was determined to jump off Windsor Bridge to end it all. However, looking down into the rushing waters of the Thames, I thought of my mother, my sisters and even of the blue-eyed girl back home. With tears in my eyes, I slunk back to my House and knew that I lacked the courage to escape the ongoing taunts by way of taking my own life.


Even the holidays with my loving family were ruined as the start of each new term loomed ever closer, and with it the growing apprehension of the verbal bullying awaiting me. Eventually, even if she wouldn’t send me to another school and preferably a day school, I begged my mother to speak to my housemaster and get permission for me to wear a tailcoat and not ‘bumfreezers’, which were short cut-off jackets that ended at a boy’s waistline and left his trousered backside uncovered. This, I well remember, had the effect of making me feel naked as I walked daily from classroom to classroom and then back to my House, hearing the occasional wolf whistles from the windows of other Houses – two dozen of which overlooked the streets of Eton.


The bumfreezer rules were strict. Until a boy reached the height of five feet four inches (or had special dispensation), he would not be allowed to switch to wearing ‘tails’, which were standard tailcoats as worn by waiters in smart London clubs. These hung down to the backs of your knees. Happily, my mother’s heartfelt plea made in person to my housemaster, to whom she poured out my tart story and my resulting character change from a loving, confident child to a morose, nervous mouse, had an immediate effect, and great was my relief when my brand-new tailcoats covered my bum.


But the tails did not alter my looks and older boys still, apparently, ‘fancied’ me. I therefore developed a permanent scowl, and in the streets looked only at the pavement. Then one day, a boy named Dave Hart, who had joined my House the same term as I had and was also alienated from his peers, told me that he so hated one particular bully that he was going to take up boxing (which was then an alternative to fencing or gymnastics), so that he could beat up his tormentor.


Hart never did take up boxing, but he gave me the idea to do so, and from then on my constant state of fear, shame and derision, began to diminish. Despite my small stature, I learnt to dodge and weave against boys with a longer reach. The instructor, an ex-army man named Reg Hoblyn, was patient and meticulous in his lessons, and as a result I trained extra hard and was soon admitted to the school boxing team at my weight class.


Aged fifteen I began to win matches and, even more important, stopped looking pretty. As new inputs of pretty boys arrived at Eton, the tart taunts were redirected and my self-confidence gradually returned.


At about that time I somehow met a skinny boy called Mike Denny. He was a prefect in his House and had pioneered the art of stegophily at Eton – basically the practice of night climbing the spires, domes or towers of tall school buildings and crowning their topmost feature with a token of the successful ascent, such as a flag or lavatory seat.


I became Denny’s number two, and although I suffered from a serious fear of heights, even looking out of third-floor windows, I found that darkness completely removed this phobia and left me with a wonderful sense of excitement and, following a successful climb, of achievement.


Many years later, the adventurer Bear Grylls told me how, during his time at Eton, he had climbed the same school buildings by the same routes.


Denny and I enjoyed many first ascents, including that of Lupton’s Tower, but we were eventually spotted on the dome of School Hall at midnight. I managed to escape, but Denny was caught and only avoided immediate sacking because he was due to leave school anyway at the end of that term.


My five years at Eton included two years of dealing with the abject fear of ridicule and humiliation but as I now know, for everything is relative, my experiences of bullying were nothing compared to the living hell of many thousands of children worldwide. Take, for example, the trials of the highly acclaimed concert pianist and TV presenter, James Rhodes, who, back in the 1980s was educated at that ‘other Eton’, Harrow School, alongside the actor Benedict Cumberbatch. In his autobiography he describes how he was, like me, brought up by a loving mother and sent to an expensive preparatory school. What happened to him there made a nightmare of his next thirty years.


The first official police report on the ‘Rhodes case’ was filed in 2010, some twenty years after the events took place. Unlike my boxing coach at Eton, whose dedicated hours of instruction over the years hugely boosted my self-confidence, James Rhodes’s equivalent instructor ruined his life through fear and shame.


The following statement by one of Rhodes’s teachers is unedited and I include it in its entirety since it remains a lesson and a warning to all loving parents:


In September 1980 I was appointed head teacher of the Junior School at Arnold House, a preparatory school for boys in St John’s Wood. It was there that I first met James Rhodes. He was a beautiful little boy, dark-haired and lithe, with a winning smile. He was bright, articulate and confident for a five-year old. From the earliest of ages it was clear that he had a talent for music. When he was six, in about 1981–2, he was in my form (I was a teaching head in those days). His parents were lovely people, themselves high achievers and they lived just down the road from the school. Although they recognised James’s talents for music, I suspect they wanted him to have an all-round experience in education, and sporting activities were to be included. They signed James up for the extra-curricular boxing activity. This was a paid-for activity, and once ‘signed up’ the parents committed to at least a full year of coaching.


Chere Hunter, the teacher who wrote this report, added:


The boxing coach was a man named Peter Lee, who worked at the school on a part-time basis in the late 1970s. He hailed from the Margate area of Kent. He was a powerfully built man, but not very tall and was probably then in his late forties. In 1981 a new gymnasium was opened and Lee was in his element. He claimed to have been involved all his life with boys’ clubs and boasted of his friendship with Jackie Pallo, a famous wrestler.


Quite a few of my boys from the Junior School were sent to boxing to be taught by Peter Lee. Some appeared to really enjoy the activity and I do remember that in the beginning James did too. However, fairly soon after he had started boxing, I noticed a change in James’s demeanour. He became rather withdrawn and appeared to be losing his sparkle. The boys who were enrolled for boxing would change into white shorts and coloured house T-shirts in their classroom and then I would escort them over to the gym and collect them forty minutes later.


It became clear to me that James was becoming reluctant to attend this activity. He would take ages to change and often kept the rest of the group waiting. I remember so clearly the time he asked me to stay with him in the gym. I didn’t. I thought that he was being a bit of a wimp. However, every boxing day, usually twice a week, James would play up and I realised that he really didn’t want to be there. On many occasions I did stay with him. I hated the whole thing. These very small children were being positively encouraged to be aggressive. James was a thin little boy and it was clear that he was very uncomfortable. 


Chere Hunter thought at the time that when Mr Lee asked James to stay behind to help him clear up the equipment, he was trying to make the child feel special. 


When I took the rest of the group back to change, it was always James who had to go with Mr Lee and help him clear up. I allowed this to happen on many occasions. All this was more than twenty-five years ago, long before child protection became an issue, but there seemed to be an element of trust between colleagues, and children being alone with an adult was never really questioned.


One day James came back to the classroom to change, having been with Peter Lee, and he had a bloody face. When I asked him what had happened he burst into tears, and I went straight back to the gym to question Mr Lee. I was told that James had fallen. I didn’t believe him and at that point I suspected that the man was being violent in some way towards James. 


Chere Hunter then shared her concerns with her colleague, who was the headmaster looking after the Senior School. She told him about James’s personality changes, that he seemed reluctant to go to the boxing activity and that she was worried that Mr Lee was in some way frightening the child. But her colleague told her that she was over-reacting and that little Rhodes needed toughening up. Chere continued:


I can’t remember exactly how long James continued boxing, but I do remember him, on more than one occasion, begging me not to send him to the gym. I also remember explaining to him that, because his parents had opted for this paid activity, I couldn’t take him out of it without their permission. I spoke to James’s mum about this and she too had noticed that he wasn’t particularly ‘himself’ and that he appeared withdrawn at home. She was a lovely lady who adored her two sons, but I can’t remember the activity being cancelled for him. I sat in that gym week after week. I thought I was protecting him. One day when he returned to the classroom after having helped Mr Lee to tidy up, he had blood on his legs. I questioned him, but he never said a word, just cried quietly. I took him home that day and we played the piano together.


Chere explained that when James left her care to enter the Senior School, he no longer had her to protect him. It was frowned upon for teachers to ‘mother’ the boys when they became seven-plus. 


So I saw this once happy, confident child become paler and paler as time went on. He was a very unhappy boy and didn’t stay the course until the usual age of thirteen, but was moved to another school when he was about nine or ten. My colleagues in the Senior School just said that he was very unhappy – and that was the reason for him leaving.


I next saw James when he was seventeen and at Harrow School, where he was competing in a piano competition. My godson was in the same competition. James struck me as a very troubled young man. I later heard that he had had some sort of breakdown. I have recently read an article in the Sunday Times about James, who is now an accomplished concert pianist. I was appalled to read his reference to being seriously abused by a teacher at his primary school.


I felt sick with the remembrance of it, and I am wracked with guilt for not realising the hell that James must have been going through. I tried to protect him from what I thought was physical nastiness. It never occurred to me in my naivety that anything of a sexual nature was occurring. I am now in touch with James again and he has confirmed the sexual abuse and asked me to name the teacher who hurt him so badly. I got the name right.


Sadly, now I look back and realise that James might not have been the only victim. There were several children who were fearful of Mr Lee, and at the end of the year, because of that, I banned all children from my Junior School from going to his boxing activity. I was regarded as an over-protective female by my male colleagues. Thank God I was.


I am desperately sorry that James has suffered so deeply and for so long. I am also immensely proud that he has come through this and out the other side. He deserves every success and happiness in life. Scars and deep wounds sometimes make us stronger.


I write all this because I know I have to go to the police. Mr Lee might still be alive. He might still be involved with children, even his own grandchildren. It is my view that he is a danger to young people. As a minister in the Church of England and a part-time prison chaplain, I see the effects that serious abuse has on the lives of young people. May God be the judge of these people who ruin the lives of others.


When James Rhodes wrote about his childhood ordeal in 2014, he was already a respected Channel 4 presenter on popular programmes about classical music. He explained his motives for writing of his experience, saying that the first incident in a locked gym closet had changed him irreversibly and permanently. From the moment of his first rape, aged six years old, Rhodes had felt shame that:


someone could only do those things to me if I were already inherently bad at a cellular level … Ask anyone who’s been raped. If they say different, they’re lying … We are ashamed, appalled and to blame … Still now, at the age of thirty-eight, I have this empty black hole inside of me that nothing and no one seems capable of filling … No relatives or wives or girlfriends or shrinks or iPads or pills or friends. Child rape is the Everest of trauma.


Rhodes will clearly never forget the physical pain of the oft-repeated rapes. He wrote:


The damage that the gym teacher’s cock had done caused the lower part of my back to explode. Something so big being forced into something so small again and again cannot be sustained without causing catastrophic damage. I woke up at home one day in the holidays vomiting from the pain and was taken to hospital … Over the course of five years I had had sex with a man three times my size and thirty to forty years older than me, against my will, painfully, secretively, viciously, dozens and dozens of times. I was turned into a thing to be used.


Unhinged by post-traumatic stresses, Rhodes turned over the following decades to drink, drugs and self-harm by slitting his arms with razor blades. This eventually led to a suicide attempt in a rehab centre. 


After Chere Hunter made her 2010 statement, the police traced Rhodes’s tormentor, by then in his seventies and living in Margate, still working as a part-time boxing coach for boys under ten. He was charged with ten counts of buggery and indecent assault, but was deemed unfit for trial after he had a stroke. He died soon afterwards, leaving Rhodes, and God knows how many other children, with a lasting legacy of fear. In Rhodes’s words:


I am hard-wired to fear the worst, believe every negative voice in my head and expect terrible things to happen … War is the best way to describe the daily life of a rape survivor. There are threats everywhere, you cannot relax – ever … and you keep going on a mixture of adrenalin and terror.


Torment by a gang whose aim is to terrify their victim is just as soul-destroying as the hell suffered by Rhodes, and it is far more common.


Schoolboy Bradley Parkes from Willenhall, Coventry, attempted suicide early in 2015 after being repeatedly attacked, tormented and threatened by a gang of bullies. The gang was well known to local residents; they vandalised buildings, smashed windows and even assaulted someone with fire, using a lighter and an aerosol spray. But though they had been reported many times, the police did little to intervene.


The gang made Bradley their random target. They mugged him several times at knifepoint. During one mugging, a gang member slashed Bradley’s face with a knife. In another incident Bradley had his hand broken.


After taking the brave decision to report the gang to the police – which resulted in the arrest of one of its members – Bradley was labelled a ‘grass’ by the rest of the gang and the relentless torment and abuse continued. Terrified, Bradley turned to suicide. He hanged himself from a tree in a nearby wood. In his suicide note he wrote that he would rather be dead than suffer more abuse.


Incredibly, Sophia, a friend of Bradley’s from school, was walking in the area and she found him and initiated life-saving CPR. An ambulance was called and Bradley made it to the hospital where he was induced into a medical coma. His mother was told that he might not survive, and that even if he did, he might suffer from brain damage. A year later he is slowly recovering. 


* * *


One day at Eton I found a note in my study/bedroom written in capital letters: 


YOU THINK YOU BOX WELL. WE WILL CATCH YOU IN JUDY’S PASSAGE AND BREAK YOUR FINGERS.


There was no signature and no way of knowing who had left it there or why. My only route to the gym in the evenings for boxing practice was by way of the dark and narrow lane called Judy’s Passage, and for the next two years I kept looking behind me on my way to the gym. Thinking back, I realise how slight my fears of that anonymous threat were compared with the contemporary horror that is cyberbullying.


StopCyberbulllying.org defines cyberbullying as ‘any situation where a child or teenager is tormented, threatened, harassed, humiliated or otherwise targeted by way of the Internet, interactive and digital technologies or mobile phones.’


Cyberbullying thrives on many social media websites such as Facebook, Myspace and Twitter, and by 2011 cyberbullying statistics (from Internet Safety 101) showed that at least 1 million children had been harassed, threatened or subjected to other forms of cyberbullying on Facebook alone during the previous year; and nearly half of teens aged thirteen to seventeen reported that they had experienced some sort of cyberbullying such as ‘sexting’ in the past year.


Sexting involves sending sexually explicit videos or photographs of your body, or of a sex act, to another party by way of a digital device, usually as a willing token of love or sexual attraction to that party. Surveys in the USA in 2015 have shown that 20 per cent of teens have sent or posted nude photographs of themselves. The receiver, who may later grow to dislike the sender of the image, may then post the images online or spread them around their school, or simply blackmail the sender by threatening to do so. Closet homosexuals are especially susceptible to such threats through fear of being ‘outed’ and ostracised by friends and family.


This, according to a US report, seems to have been the case for one Tyler Clementi, who committed suicide very soon after a video of him kissing another man was spread online. Similarly, thirteen-year-old Ryan Halligan committed suicide after a rumour was started at his school that he was a homosexual. Halligan had faced bullying for three years leading up to this point, beginning with ‘traditional’ bullying and moving on to cyberbullying. At one stage, his fear of physical attack from bullies led him to learn kickboxing for self-defence. Shades of my own reaction to verbal bullying at Eton.


There is often a close link between cyber threats and traditional physical bullying. The British report I h8u states that for many boys, ‘being a victim of direct-physical bullying was clearly associated with receiving threatening text.’ Many victims, as a result, feel unsafe and afraid both at school and at home.


In 2015 the American Academy of Paediatrics reported that:


Researchers have proposed a new phenomenon called ‘Facebook depression’, defined as depression that develops when pre-teens and teens spend a great deal of time on social media sites, such as Facebook, and then begin to exhibit classic symptoms of depression. Acceptance by and contact with peers is an important element of adolescent life. The intensity of the online world is thought to be a factor that may trigger depression in some adolescents. As with offline depression, pre-adolescents and adolescents who suffer from Facebook depression are at risk of social isolation and sometimes turn to risky Internet sites and blogs for ‘help’ that may promote substance abuse, unsafe sexual practices, or aggressive or self-destructive behaviours.


The main risk to pre-adolescents and adolescents online today are risks from each other, risks of improper use of technology, lack of privacy, sharing too much information, or posting false information about themselves or others. These types of behaviour put their privacy at risk.


When Internet users visit various websites, they can leave behind evidence of the sites they have visited. This collective, ongoing record of one’s Web activity is called the ‘digital footprint’. One of the biggest threats to young people on social media sites is their digital footprint and their future reputation. Pre-adolescents and adolescents who lack an awareness of privacy issues often post inappropriate messages, pictures and videos without understanding that ‘what goes online stays online’. As a result, future job and college acceptance may be put into jeopardy by inexperienced and rash clicks of the mouse. Indiscriminate activity using the Internet can also make children and teenagers easier targets for marketers and fraudsters.


But cyberbullying is, of course, not limited to schools and amongst teens: it happens to adults too, particularly on the social media website Twitter. Here, cyberbullies can create accounts quickly and anonymously, and then harass users without fear of being caught.


A typical example of the many teenage victims of cyberbullying in the USA is the sad case of Rachael Neblett who, in 2006, was a seventeen-year-old student at Bullitt East High School in Mount Washington, Kentucky. It is a small school in a quaint and friendly town. Rachael, a budding gymnast and cheerleader, had a bubbly, open personality and it seemed as though she would tell her parents anything – except that she had become a victim of cyberbullying. Rachael was small of stature, standing at under five foot. While this helped with her gymnastics, it made her an easy target for bullies.


Rachael was able to cope with whatever bullying came her way at school until the summer of 2006, when she began to receive threatening anonymous online messages, primarily through her Myspace account. She didn’t confide in her parents – possibly through the fear that she would lose her online privileges and that her parents wouldn’t understand. But the threatening online messages continued, and Rachael, terrified, eventually confided in her older sister Peyton, who then told their parents Mark and Donna. They feared for Rachael’s safety as these online messages didn’t read like ‘traditional’ bullying. They were of a terroristic nature and contained multiple physical threats and documented Rachael’s daily movements. These ‘stalking’ elements of the messages recorded Rachael’s movements at school, and even in her class.


It was obvious that the bully must clearly be a student at the school. Mark and Donna took these emails to the principal of Bullitt East High, and a small-scale investigation ensued. In an effort to ascertain who the bully was and to make Rachael feel safer, a few school officials watched Rachael as she got on and off the school bus and walked to class. This, however, did nothing to allay her fears and the threatening messages continued, making Rachael feel as though she was being watched. She didn’t feel safe at school, or even in her own home. The final straw came on 9 October 2006 when Rachael received the following terrifying message: ‘I am not going to put you in the hospital, I am going to put you in the morgue.’


After she read this message, Rachael didn’t want to go to school, she didn’t want to see her friends, she didn’t want to leave her own room. Shortly after, Rachael tragically took her own life. While her parents were away at work, Rachael went into their bedroom, walked over to their closet and removed her father’s .38-calibre gun from the unlocked case on the top shelf, and she shot herself in the chest.
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