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Scottish Child Abuse Inquiry

Witness Statement of

Martin COOMBS

Background

1. My name is Martin Coombs. My date of birth is 1952. My contact details are
known to the Inquiry.

2. | left school at the age of eighteen in 1970. Between 1970 and 1973 | studied at
the University of Newcastle and gained a BSc Honours in geography and maths, Class
2, Div. Il. From 1973 to 1975 | took a grand tour around the world, including working
as a steam locomotive fireman on South African Railways from June 1974 to January
1975. From 1975 to 1976, | again attended the University of Newcastle, where |
gained an MSc in Transport Engineering & Operations.

3. From 1976 to 1979, | worked with Tyne & Wear Passenger Transport Executive as
an Operations Planning Officer, with occasional additional PR and lecturing duties.
During 1979 and 1980, | made further travels, this time in Asia. From 1980 to 1982,
| broadened my ground floor experience in the transport industry, as a ticketing
department assistant and then as a bus driver with Tyne & Wear PTE, and National
Bus Co. This was with a view to finding a position in transport management rather
than planning. However, the whole industry was in the doldrums at the time, so |
eventually made a decision to change tack and move into teaching. Between 1982

and 1983 | therefore completed a PGCE course at the University of Newcastle.

4. From 1983 to 1987, | taught geography at Enfield Grammar School. This was a boys’
school that was by then a comprehensive, though it retained its historic name. In 1987
| moved to Strathallan School, Perth, where | again taught geography. | was
a boarding house tutor throughout that time and the acting house-master for
seventy boarding boys for one term. However, | was in my mid-thirties by then and

could see no obvious route for progression at Strathallan, so in 1989 | decided to
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latterly with the pool lifeguard qualification, and a summer Mountain Leader. For some
years | was an assessor of Gold level expeditions for the Duke of Edinburgh’s Award

scheme.

Employment with the school

10. | started at Keil at the beginning of September 1991, as Head of Geography and
house-tutor, effectively assistant house-master, in Mason House which had about
twenty boarding boys in the Transitus (P6), S1 and S2 years. My accommodation
was in a bungalow close to the house but not physically linked to it. | also took on a
number of extra-curricular activities immediately. These included swimming
sessions at Helensburgh pool, open evening sessions for boarders in the computing
lab, first aid courses run by St. Andrew’s Ambulance Corps, and a community
service after-school club. The question had been asked at interview if | was willing

to restart sailing at the school, but that only kicked in the following summer.

11.  From September 1995, the Mason House building ceased to be a boys’ boarding
house and was re-used for other purposes. | took on the post of ‘House-master’ of a
new so-called ‘house’ for day pupils, but | was still living in the bungalow in the
school grounds. That meant that | was free to help out if any of the boarding houses
needed evening or weekend assistance. In fact that was very rare, for although
Keil's staff was small there was a strong team spirit. In fact | only ever remember
having to help out once in each of the boys’ boarding houses — a Sunday afternoon
in Islay Kerr House and one evening in Mackinnon House. However, during the late
autumn of 1995 there were problems in the supervision of the boarding girls in
School House, within the main school building. The house-mistress at the time was
Miss an Irish lady who had moved up from |l Schoo! in
Kent to take on the role at Keil. She had long periods off sick, as did her assistant.
When those absences coincided that autumn there was a sudden need to find
experienced adults who would be willing to spend their evenings/nights looking after
the girls. | thus found myself undertaking regular evening duties that autumn in
School House, up to but not including bed-times. This was no problem as | had
worked previously in a girls’ boarding school, St. Anne’s, Windermere, and | was at

ease with the girls and very careful to respect their privacy.
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12.

13.

At the end of term it became apparent that the house-mistress had been persuaded to
leave. Mis had been prone to absenting herself from lessons, and indeed
from the house, sometimes without notice — a mortal sin for anyone supervising
children. When it became clear that some of this was carefully planned on her part
rather than being the unfortunate result of ill-health, the school seems to have decided
that enough was enough. | was then asked if | would be interested in taking on that
role. Although | was assured that the girls had been sounded out and were happy with
the idea, | declined as | was unclear as to how a man would cope with bedtimes and
other scenarios. This was not because | had any worries about the girls themselves,
but | was concerned as to how their parents would view the idea of a man undertaking
these duties, and | was wary of taking on such a position in case it ended with them
objecting. Nevertheless, throughout the first term of 1996 | continued to fill evening

cover duties in the house.

Just before Easter, 1996, unexpectedly | was asked to attend a formal interview for
the post of girls’ house-master. Although | had previously declined such a proposal |
loved working with the girls and, if adequate safeguards (both for them and for me)
could be put in place and the parents be reassured, | was by then more ready to
accept the challenge. | also had opinions about the running of the house which
could be aired in such a setting. The interview panel included not only the
Headmaster and his Depute, but also a Mrs. MacDonald, the wife of the Chairman
of Governors, who was herself a senior personnel manager at the American
company Polaroid’s nearby plant. | was offered the post but | still had reservations.
The following day | was pressed to accept the role, and eventually agreed on
condition that it was temporary, so that if it did not work out | could back out
gracefully. In fact | ran the house for four years or more, until the school’s closure in
2000. | then had another ten years looking after boarding girls in both independent
and state schools in England. In School House at Keil, and in one of the two other
girls’ houses that | later ran in England, | always made sure that | was
accompanied/chaperoned by a senior girl when going round at bedtime. As regards
parents, only one couple ever queried my position even obliquely in my entire fifteen
years of looking after 400 or so girls! | always tried to be open and welcoming to
them, and in any case mothers and fathers tended to rely heavily on their
daughters’ opinions, and if they were happy then so were the parents.
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15.

16.

17.

18.

In the summer of 1999, the Headmaster, John Cummings, moved on to another
position elsewhere. Tom Smith stepped up from the Depute role that he had filled
for around ten years, to become Headmaster. | and a colleague were then invited to
become Senior Masters to share the Depute Head responsibilities. | took on the
supervision of staff cover duties, pupil discipline and the organisation of special
events, whilst my colleague organised examinations and other academic

matters. Unfortunately the closure of the school was announced before Easter in
2000, to take effect at the end of the summer term.

The processes followed when | was recruited, were that the post certainly had been
formally advertised in the Times Education Supplement (TES), and | had provided
the names of referees from both Strathallan and St. Anne’s schools. | believe |
heard that the references had been taken up, as | would obviously have expected. |
had been interviewed by the SNUIIEI at the time (SIS, 2nd Tom Smith
the Depute. It is now twenty-nine years on and | do not recall other details such as
mention of probation. | was not GTCS registered, as the majority of my career thus
far had been in England. The equivalent English GTC only came into being in 2000
after Keil had closed.

As Head of Geography my line manager was Tom Smith, who supervised the
academic work of the school. As House-tutor in Mason House my line manager was
John Whyte, the House-master. As House-master of School House from 1996 my
line manager was effectively Tom Smith, who ran Islay Kerr House and as Depute
Head was the most senior, though not the longest-serving, of the House-masters.

As Senior Master my line manager was the Headmaster, who by that time was Tom
Smith. In each of those positions there was very close liaison between the
responsible person and myself. | got on well with both John Whyte and Tom Smith,
and in a small school we met daily and often at meals as well as more formally.
Monitoring and appraisal in those days tended to be informal but was certainly
there, as Tom Smith in particular was forthright in his analysis of situations though

also very open in inviting comment and suggestions.

In respect of training, | had worked in boarding, and in larger schools than Keil, prior
to my arrival, so | do not remember any formal induction training. | was, however,

encouraged to take advantage of training days organised between the various

5






DocuSign Envelope ID: F981E186-0AF3-4FE3-A406-42C2247B22DD

22.

23.

the number of pupils in school at the beginning of each term. For them, the change to
maintaining more records was driven first by school inspectors and then, slowly, by
legal, insurance and other external interactions such as with social services. Having
said that, | do not recall noticing that policies or record-keeping on my arrival at Keil in
1991 were in any way more deficient than they had been in that London school.

The second fundamental change was specific to Keil. The school had begun as a
free institution to give a technical education to boys from Argyll and the Islands. It
thus had a very different and more socially-inclusive founding ethos from many
independent schools, and one which continued throughout its life despite the
eventual need to charge fees. It was certainly true, though, that in the 1970s and
1980s the school seemed to have become something of a backwater. It had been a
small ‘robust’ boys’ boarding school with a number of idiosyncrasies, and with some
very old-fashioned staff. However, the arrival of (I 2s YU the
late 1980s saw the beginning of rapid and far-reaching change. He was aided in this
quest by his new Depute, Tom Smith, brought in at least partly for his knowledge of
Scottish state schools and the exam system. They set about encouraging a number
of members of staff to take early retirement, took a much more active interest in the
disciplinary system and widened the curriculum and staffing to reflect current
Scottish practice. Coincidentally they were aided in these changes by the increasing
number of girls, who took a dim view of some of the less civilised customs of the
boys, and by the advent of more day pupils, who broadened the somewhat narrow
philosophies of many of the west coast and island boarders.

By the time | arrived in 1991 this process of change was well under way, but it did not
reach its culmination until the mid-'"90s. By then a school which had been renowned as
‘tough’ was seen by many parents as a suitable haven for vulnerable children who
would probably have sunk without trace in some of the local state schools. It is
impossible to overstate the importance of this change. It means that comments by
former pupils on, say, Facebook, often meet with incomprehension from those who
attended the school earlier or later, but the result was that by the late 1990s | was
working in an environment which was more caring of its charges than any other school
| have ever experienced, either independent or state. Examples of those Facebook
comments can be difficult to find, as they were more often made when that forum first

brought different generations of ‘Old Boys’ together perhaps ten or fifteen years ago.
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j- 1960s pupil: “Everybody seems to be having fun... different school than the one | went
to...l left in 1962.”

k. 1990s pupil E: “I look at Mr being instrumental in changing my life. | was
quite a difficult child who got himself into serious trouble before Keil. Including
getting his sons... into some serious trouble with me. Despite that he and my dad
must have hatched a plan to get me into the school and give me an outlet through
sport primarily | guess. | will forever be grateful to him and his family for forgiving
me and giving me that second chance | needed.”

l. 1990s pupil F: “Best school | ever went to. Went to Dollar and Lomond when it

closed. Neither were even close to Keil [in their standards, implied].”

24.  The training of staff tended to be informal, it being a very small staffroom of only
around twenty to twenty-five staff including any part-timers. Nevertheless, | found
both John Whyte and Tom Smith as my line managers to be supportive, and there
was encouragement to go on courses, which were always advertised in the staff-
room. When | became House-master of the boarding girls | had a succession of four
female house-tutors working with me, usually one at a time but for a period two
sharing the role. | tried to build their confidence and their understanding of the
needs of the girls. This was not easy initially, since | had been appointed over the
head of a female teacher who might well have felt that there was little she could
learn about the care of girls from a man. This was Mrs. Rosalyn Chawner, who had
been teaching PE and acting as house-tutor to the girls for maybe one year.
However, she moved on within a term or two and the subsequent assistant staff
were younger, more open-minded, and obviously not too far distant from their own
teenage experiences.

25. The procedures used in relation to recruitment | seem to recall as standard in the
field. Vacancies were advertised in the TES, and references taken up, though as |
had little involvement in this | cannot comment more thoroughly. After my
appointment at Keil | only remember two members of the boarding staff being
appointed from outside. Neither of those two appointments was successful, and
both were eventually encouraged to move on, in one case very firmly
encouraged. This was Miss, as explained above. With hindsight,

that person had possibly been given an unjustifiably good reference from a very
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28.

29.

30.

extended conversation in a cafe on the Byres Road. | regard this as the least | can
do for one of my ex-pupils who clearly has not been able to put past events entirely
behind him. | was also very interested to learn of his thoughts and advice, not
merely because | am safeguarding officer for a charity but also because | have
attempted to write about the experience of being a single man caring for girls and
wanted to know if he had suggestions that could improve boarding safety for the
future. This was obviously well after the end of Mr. Bain’s court case, but even so |
was careful not to ask for other witness names. However, my guess would be that
the events largely occurred up until the early 1990s but less so after that time. |

have explained my reasons for this assertion in some detail. See in particular

paragraphs 22, 23, 28, 48 and 57.

As mentioned earlier, Keil had been a robust and old-fashioned school but by the
later 1990s was very different indeed and with staff who were much more
approachable and sympathetic. | would find it very difficult indeed to believe that in
the final years of the school’s life a pupil would not have found a sympathetic ear.
The school nurse, the late Mrs. Evelyn McLean, was much loved by pupils and staff
alike, not least for her willingness to make time to listen to problems of all kinds. |
seem to recall that she too had arrived in 1991. Interestingly, there seem to have
been no allegations that another teacher, Mr. (IS who was convicted
of abusing boys elsewhere, committed any such offences during two years that he
spent at Keil. That suggests to me that even around 1990 he had found the school
too risky a place for his activities. | did not know Mr. as he had gone

before | arrived.

| have been asked about the requirement for qualifications but | am not sure
precisely what is meant by this phrase, and in any case do not feel that |
have anything useful to say. As far as | knew all staff were appropriately qualified to

teach their subjects.

There certainly was staff appraisal, both under([S{CIS regime with its
easing out of several teachers who had not changed with the times, and under John
Cummings’ leadership from 1992 onward, when the system became more
formalised. However, again | can remember few details as subsequent experiences

in other schools have merged together in my memory. | do not recall the nature of
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31.

32.

any formal complaints procedure, largely because | never had to use it.

Discipline and punishment

Keil, like many schools of its ilk, did pride itself on giving senior pupils responsibility.
That was seen as being excellent training for their future careers and has been
commended widely both by past pupils and by their employers. However, if you are
going to give young people power over others then you must watch the process
very closely indeed, for teenagers do not know the limits and will easily begin to
abuse their positions unless kept within clear boundaries. | suspect that the
oversight had sometimes been rather slack during the 1980s, but by the time |
arrived things had been tightened up considerably. Some of the staff encouraged to
retire by Mr. had tended to leave discipline very much to the senior

boys. By the beginning of the 1990s the vast maijority of the staff with pastoral
responsibilities were relatively new to the school and were clearly committed to the
need to avoid abuse of the disciplinary system. As the years went on their attitude
became more and more taken for granted by the boys and girls. In particular Tom
Smith, Depute Head, was in charge of discipline during eight of my nine years at
Keil and he was very clear in his expectations that everything should be open and
‘by the book'’. | took over that responsibility myself for the final year, 1999-2000, and
| hope that | maintained his standards.

Punishments took two forms. Firstly there was ‘NH’ which was short for ‘natural
history.” The origin of the euphemism is unknown. It involved practical work such

as litter-picking, sweeping leaves, marking out pitches or moving furniture for a special
occasion. Secondly the punishment known as ‘Copies’ was used. This had varied
through the years but latterly meant copying out an article from that day’s newspaper.
These would largely have been imposed by staff, but senior pupils could give ‘House
NH’ which might have involved fifteen minutes of a task such as wiping down skirting
boards or tidying the house kitchen. In general the punishments were respected as
being useful rather than pointless, and they avoided the common mistake of creating
an association between learning and negativity that can occur when academic tasks
are imposed as sanctions. During the school’s final year | was in charge of supervising
the punishment system and can confirm that | watched carefully over the reasons for
its imposition, the tasks to be done, and the patterns of misbehaviour that the weekly
records revealed. | recall there being lists filed in ring-binders, which Tom Smith would
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53.

o4.

95.

56.

end up getting her own room tidied by the younger ones. That can be tricky with
girls, for sometimes younger residents would offer to make her an early morning
cup of tea off their own bat. All well and good up to a point, but not to be taken for
granted or institutionalised into a habit.

Discipline and punishment

As has been mentioned, children were punished largely by being given ‘NH’ on a
Saturday afternoon, or ‘Copies’. These could be given by staff but senior pupils
could also give ‘House NH’ meaning jobs around the boarding house. In earlier
days | strongly suspect that inadequate supervision by staff had permitted this
system to be abused by the senior boys, but and Tom Smith had
seriously tightened things up by the time that | arrived.

| didn’t retain any paperwork after Keil closed, so | can’t quote documents verbatim
after twenty years. However, | clearly recall the types of punishment, and the
conditions under which they were to be imposed and undertaken, being set out

for everyone to see, in some document in common use such as a school diary or

the like. | have looked to see if | could find one, but without success.

As mentioned, the punishments were set out for all to see. As far as the keeping of
records was concerned, when | took on the supervision of NH during the school’s
final year, certainly there was a log kept of punishments. Similarly, there was a log
kept in my boarding house of any House NH imposed by Chief or Deputies, (the

Keil equivalent of prefects, by analogy with clan chiefs).

The senior pupils did have more responsibility than in many schools, in the positive
sense of ensuring that the school ran smoothly through rollcalls, mealtimes,
assemblies and the like, and in supporting younger boys and girls, rather than
merely in the more negative sense of imposing discipline. The old Scottish exam
system certainly helped here, by giving S6 students the time to manage school
duties because their Highers were already out of the way. | recall one Keil Senior
Chief, or Head of School, after a meeting with senior students from other

schools, being amazed that the Head of School position in those other
establishments seemed to be a sinecure rather than a genuinely important

management role. | also had a casual conversation with an ex-Keil pupil around five
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85.

86.

87.

during my first term, in order to get the feel of the local Arrochar hills, but after that
our extra-curricular activities rarely coincided, for in a small school there is rarely the
spare time to indulge in accompanying someone else’s group unless it was
necessary for safety reasons. In any case my time in boarding was latterly

almost wholly taken up by my girls, and | very rarely ventured into either of the
senior boys’ houses.

| did not have any concerns or was made aware of concerns by others. | had thought
that | kept my ear to the ground for school gossip, though | was aware that | was not
enough of a gossip myself to have been entrusted with anything really juicy, but the
news of Bill Bain’s conviction has belatedly shown me that listening to a class or year
group is not enough, because such an abuser will have picked precisely the boy or girl
who would not confide in his or her peers.

| have no knowledge of how William Bain was recruited as he had already been at
the school for some time when | arrived. | do not know of his child care
qualifications, if any or if he had any child care training before his employment at
Keil. As far as | am aware he was not the subject of any supervision and/or
monitoring or any previous allegations of abuse. Since the closure of Keil | had
become aware that other teachers who had taught there had been implicated in
inappropriate behaviour elsewhere:was mentioned earlier; a
rather different situation was that of [QYZCH who had been hugely

respected as an || te2cher by the pupils at Keil, but who sadly
I - ftcr an allegation was later made at a different school. The

allegation was then withdrawn. Neither of them came up on the radar until long after
they had left Keil, and as you say there have been no suggestions of misbehaviour
by either of them at the school, which | am tempted to see as a partial vindication of

our structures.

On the other hand | mentioned [CLFANI during the interview with DC Gillian
Fulton, referred to earlier. Miss[@] 4l had taken me aside soon after she arrived at
Keil in 1993 to be house-mistress of the girls and to teach |Jij She wanted to raise
questions about the dangers of a single man running extra-curricular activities with
girls. | was absolutely mortified, and thought she was suggesting that | had been
acting inappropriately. However, it rapidly became clear that she wanted the girls
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88.

89.

90.

solely for herself and was trying to frighten other teachers away. | and other bachelors
were seen as easy targets to warn off. During the subsequent couple of years | did
hear of behaviour that made me think she was leaning on the girls emotionally, when
they should have been able metaphorically to lean on her, but until she left | never
heard of anything physical or otherwise that | could pin down as definitely
inappropriate in any way. However, in email conversations twenty years later after Mr.
Bain was first accused, an ex-pupil to whom | had taught geography Higher recalled
that Miss @741l had once made a sexual pass at her. In fact|j ] had been
a confident senior boarder and one well able to look after herself. She told me that she
had brushed off the approach and thought no more of it. However, my comment in
paragraph 94 about teenagers not seeing the wider implications and needing
encouragement to speak out for the sake of others was inspired partly by that event. |
suspect that-may not have been the only one, but again in hindsight Miss

first veiled threat to me had made me excessively wary of having anything
to do with her. It was indeed ironic that her unprofessional behaviour in a broader
sense actually resulted in me taking over her role as principal carer of the boarding
girls some time later.

Incidentally, sometime after Keil closed we heard informally that Miss had
died, back in Dublin. | have no evidence for that but the police to whom | talked may
have found something.

Helping the Inquiry

Lessons that can be learned to protect children in a boarding school is a topic that |
have thought a good deal about over the years, particularly from my special
viewpoint as a man who had fifteen years caring for boarding girls. In fact | have
made attempts at writing a book on the broader subject of the care of boarders.
However, whilst it is easy to think of hints for teachers wishing to learn how to do
the job well, it is much harder to come up with ways of preventing abuse by
someone less well motivated. However, for what they are worth, | do have a few

thoughts | would like to share with the Inquiry.

Rules and relationships

Steps to prevent or to discover abuse in schools can be either ‘negative’ or
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