A Swallow Falls Softly

18 June 1972 
Staines Air Crash. 
BEA Trident One crashes alongside A30- 118 passengers killed 
Before King John signed "Magna Carta" (23 June 1215) he spent the night, in Duncroft Hall. As an effective insurance against any last minute attempt he might make to avoid the issue, it even had a convenient tunnel that ran right under the Thames to the Island of Runnymede, where he signed the charter. 

By 1972 the hall had been considerably rebuilt, and had become an "Approved School" for girls between 14-17, of above average intelligence, who, curiously, seemed confined to middle class origins.  

Duncroft Hall was a very beautiful house, a Queen Anne mansion added on at right angles to a Jacobean Manor, much of which was, sadly, gutted by fire since. I had always loved architecture and old houses, and in my wildest dreams I lived in such a gem . 

I think it was in Duncroft Hall that I learned to derive sustenance from my surroundings alone. I seem to be able to shut them off from the misery and pain of the people and events they contain and enjoy them, even as memories, in isolation. I would sit with a book in the window seat next to the magnificent Tulip Tree for ever if I could. 

There I was, 14 years old, being punished for the crime of not wanting to be beaten up any more.

Within those lovely walls, was a thriving hotbed of emotional abuse and cruelty. The staff were cruel to the girls, the girls were cruel to the staff, everyone was cruel to each other. There were no exemptions or escape routes. Half the girls there were being "punished" for being the victims of sexual abuse (the "crime" of having sex under age, as we thought of it). There was no love, no caring, no justice and not even any privacy. That last, for me, was perhaps the worst torture of all. I have Asperger Syndrome and to be unable to escape from people is torture to me. 

A detail, that perhaps conveys the irrationality of the place, was that there were a few priceless antiques and paintings. Most of them were confined to the smaller, and older, “staff only” areas.  A Sheraton sideboard that was simply too big was left in a corner of the girls’ dining area, it’s priceless rosewood veneer slowly warped and destroyed by being the repository of catering containers of hot food. I shudder to think of the value of the beauty that was destroyed. It also set a bizarre example to the 40 or so disturbed girls who watched it happen every day.

Other pieces, mostly paintings, were stored down in the cellar for the damp from the tunnel to eat. By the time I was there, I was reliably assured that they were past salvage. I asked why on earth they had been put there to rot in the first place. I was told the girls would only vandalize them. 

What difference would that make? Except that, at least someone would enjoy them first.

It was a perfect parable of the place. Nothing, and no one, within those walls, was to be cherished or nurtured.  But, by God, all would be slowly decayed, hidden away from any eyes that might perceive their worth or take joy in them. This would be done, without variation, at the behest of the system. Any individual extemporization on the overall theme of destruction would be prevented or severely punished.

Sometimes I wonder if they were more afraid that the girls would not destroy these things, but rather respect them, and in so doing hold up a mirror to the reality of the majority of inadequates who staffed the place, and acted out their personal control fantasies, with the girls as counters. At very least it would make it harder to dehumanize the girls to the extent they did.

A few years later I heard a staff member from a similar place rant on and on about the girls. She called them loathsome, disgusting animals. I asked her why she felt that way. She replied that they were so disgusting that they always had to be taken to an STD clinic on arrival.

It was a strange thing to say, because in those days, STD testing was compulsory, by law, in such institutions.   Even if you were still a virgin, you were tested. I recall one girl, in a far more Dickensian place. She was being held in protective custody as witness and victim in a rape trial. The place she was being held was a very punitive remand centre that must have damaged her far more than the original rape.

My family came to visit on Saturday 18 June 1972. They always kept up the right appearances. I remember begging them to do just one thing for me. Take me out of that place (as was permitted) and turn a blind eye while I ran for it. It never occurred to me to want to go "home", as most absconders did. I had no plans to ever set eyes on them again. I did not want to bother, or trouble anyone, I just wanted a chance to hide where no one could hurt me again. 

They refused of course, though they could have done it easily enough. I was in the most terrible distress. I was 14 years old, I had never hurt or harmed anyone, I had been beaten, lied to, lied about and now it was I who was being punished for it. I knew that was wrong.

In 1972 there was a plane taking off almost every 30 seconds from nearby Heathrow, only a few miles away. If you didn't learn how to zone out the sound, it would have driven you mad. There was no double gazing in a house like that, and no escape from the noise. 

I cannot remember the exact sequence of events, but however it came about, my father was in the front passenger seat of the car, threatening me with the dog’s slipchain, I had the chain lead to defend myself. Or was it almost the other way around? I cannot remember. Ridiculous, now I try to picture it, but deadly serious at the time, I do remember that I was finally angry enough to kill him that day.

They did not want me, care about me, or love me, but they couldn’t just let me go to take my chances.

Nobody ever asked themselves why a scholarship girl with everything would run away from a wealthy home. The whole focus was on punishing me for “throwing all that away”.  

It was an overcast day, heavy and pregnant with a promise of thunder to come, the kind of day when the clouds take on a dirty, yellowish tinge. 

My father and I facing each other off, with chains - another kind of impending thunder. The tension was palpable

Even so, I heard that particular plane, though, thankfully, I could not see it from where I was.

There was something wrong with the engine, it sounded sick. Reading an accident report for the first time today I realise that was neither imagination in retrospect, nor precognition. It was only flying at 75% of the speed it needed for the climb. Remembering the sound, and the way the planes usually flew there, it seems to me that as it tried to bank steeply it literally fell from the sky. 

The engines did not cut out, there was just a soft but penetrating "thump". Then a quality of silence I have never heard before or since. 

It was as though time had been suspended. I don't know how long it lasted, but the spell was only broken when all hell broke loose as the emergency vehicles from three counties sped past the gate, yards away, sirens blaring. 

We were well under a minute in the direct projected flight path. Only just outside the range of the aerial photographs in the papers. We were often taken alongside that field on supervised walks. I think I could have borne the place if we had only been allowed to go walking alone. But that was not allowed and we were locked in. Even the big sash windows had blocks to prevent them being opened more than a few inches.

It was never real that day. Events in my own life erupted too fast and furious. 

On 18 June 1997, Irish Television made a documentary to commemorate the 25th anniversary of that crash. Most of the passengers were Irish, I had never known that, nor anything about them. I remember very little else about that documentary, because it was finally real after all those years. That soft "thump" was the sound of 118 real people dying. 

Angel

While I was in Duncroft Hall, I made one very dear friend.

Her name was Angel, she was just as beautiful inside as out. Whenever I hear the phrase "Pocket Venus”, I think of Angel.

She had a strange family of origin, her mother abandoned her to her father, and then he took a new partner and abandoned both of them. I now recognize that alone should have left her with a touch of several personality disorders.

However, it did not, just take my word for it. Angel defied every aspect of human psychology, as we know it. She was kind, warm, honest, funny and very intelligent.

Another strange thing is that Angel got clear of heroin at the age of 13, after 2 years. She was a prostitute at the age of 11. If she had one psychological issue, it was co-dependence. Her step mother was "sick" and needed drugs (heroin), so Angel, reasoning like a child-mother, went and got them for her.

I believe that is exactly the way it was. I have met Angel's stepmother briefly, there was a lot of love between them, real love, and you cannot get away from the fact that Angel must have learned all the healthy stuff in her heart SOMEWHERE.

There were worse things too.

The day before I got there a 15-year-old girl died. She had come back after absconding, tripping on LSD, so, as was standard, they made her take a shot of the largactyl linctus that was doled out like medicinal brandy on a regular basis, without medical supervision, or prescription. She was locked down in a vaguely padded detention cell, and choked on her own vomit in the night. It was all hushed up as "misadventure".

They also had a system for dealing with girls who became pregnant. (In case you are wondering what the Holy Spirit was actually up to, let me clear his name and say that absconding from this wonderful place was ungraciously frequent and you have to sleep somewhere.) Any girl who was pregnant would be brought to a lovely place in Chelsea, rather a treat if you looked on the positive side, without anybody's permission being sought let alone hers. She would come back "un-pregnant". 

I was there for the crime of refusing to appreciate the regular beatings and other abuse that came packaged as a "good home". Angel was there related to prostitution and drugs. About half of the girls were there for minor drug offences (cannabis and LSD, as this was 1972). Another third were there for the crime of having sex under age. Of those, I do not recall a single case where the man involved received any kind of sentence. I remember one man in his 30s was let off because the judge could "see there had been considerable emotional involvement" the girl did not get off so lightly.

Angel and I absconded together, rather ingeniously. That was the only time in my life I ever climbed over an 8-foot, brick wall. I am not the wall vaulting type so I turned my ankle, painfully.

By that time, Angel had already attempted suicide to avoid offending anyone by escaping, I had cracked up completely, and was close to the same thing.

You see we were far from fools. We knew we needed and deserved far better than the way we were being treated. We knew that we were right and the system was very sick and wrong. We also knew that we would be taken far better care of if we took care of ourselves.

So we went to London.

This was easy for Angel, there was a nightclub on the edge of Soho. All the absconders headed there if they could. Everyone knew about it, you could make plenty of money there. Get yourself a place to live, eat regularly. This was not an option for me, for one simple reason, I looked 22, at least 6 years too old for the clientele, and they were not running a charity.

Angel could not go there because she was too well known. Too many pimps wanted Angel, and Angel wanted no pimps. She had a traumatic experience at the age of twelve when one "expressed his anger" with a broken bottle, as a result she would never be able to have children.

Angel survived on her old clients, I slept alone in the ground floor of a derelict house with no utilities beyond cold running water. For two weeks not one scrap of food passed my lips. There was no money to buy it with, I did not have the nerve for shoplifting, could not cope with begging in the streets, and I certainly was not going to live off Angel.

She found out and came round with a tin of Oxtail soup. She then sat me down firmly to examine my options. Eventually I managed to con the state into paying me welfare.

Going back was never an option. You have to know what it is like to be imprisoned and disempowered in a cold blooded and abusive environment indefinitely, without ever having committed any crime or harmed anyone to understand why. The nightmare we lived was heaven compared to the one the state imposed on us. 

