Scottish Child Abuse Inquiry
Witness Statement of

Robert Neil RUSSELL
Support person present: Yes

My name is Robert Neil Russell but am, and have always been, known as Neil. It is a
sort of family thing. My father and grandfather were also known by their middle
names. My date of birth is [ il 1956. My contact details are known to the

Inquiry.

Life before boarding school

| was born in Budapest, Hungary. My father was in the diplomatic service and this was

i frst posting as acareer dipiomat.
I - it Hingary

when | was around two and moved to Berne, Switzerland, then in 1961 to London then
in 1964 to Afghanistan. These moves followed my father’s postings.

When we lived in London | went to Golders Hill prep school for around three years.
When my mum and dad moved to Afghanistan they were concerned about the level
of education facilities there so it was decided that | would live with my paternal
grandparents in Edinburgh and then go to boarding school. My grandfather was
Victorian but was probably quite loving for a man of his generation but on the other
hand was quite an austere chap. My grandmother was very caring and loving and was
my childhood rock. She was a continuing presence all through my childhood.

| have no idea why Edinburgh Academy was chosen for me. My family had no

connection with Edinburgh Academy as far as | am aware. My father was a friend of
S ¢ rough their cricket club. [N worked at Edinburgh Academy and
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became my housemaster so that could have been the reason why Edinburgh
Academy was chosen. | remember doing an entrance examination and must have
passed. | don't remember any other preparation or anything else before | started at
the school.

Edinburgh Academy preparatory school, Edinburgh

Edinburgh Academy prep school was in Arboretum Road. | went to the prep school in
1964 at the age of seven, almost eight. | was too young to board as you have to be
nine in that academic year so | was there as a day pupil for my first year. | joined it in
PllI (third year) and | was there until PVI (sixth year). After that first year | became a
boarder. | don't remember anything about the decision process for me becoming a
boarder.

| was in MacKenzie House which consisted of around forty five to fifty boys. MacKenzie
house was in Kinnear Road almost opposite the junior school. My housemaster was
The assistant housemaster was [SSNI and was much younger
than (S5 S iv<d in residential quarters with his family and so did the
matron. | don’t remember her name. (Sl s wife did some matron duties to
cover when the matron was on holiday or not on duty. She was a scary woman and if
you did something wrong she would always report back to Mr[SSlll} Their son was at
the Academy and their daughter was at St George’s school for girls which was the
sister school to the Academy. | don’t remember who the headmaster or headmistress
was at the junior school. | only remember that there were a number of female teachers.

MacKenzie house had two common rooms downstairs which had a door between
them. There was also a TV room, games room and a changing room for sport which
had showers in them. Upstairs were two floors of dorms and [SEIs study was
on the top level. There were also study rooms upstairs. | was in a dorm with about ten
or twelve other boys aged between nine and ten.



10.

11.

Routine at Edinburgh Academy junior school
First weeks

| don't recall my first day at the prep school but | do remember that the first few weeks
were terrifying. My class mistress was Miss My grandfather had sharpened
my pencils in the old fashioned way with a penknife. Miss [SJJj saw them and told
me that it was unacceptable. She threw my pencils across the room and beat my hand
with a wooden ruler. She was a scary woman. That is the only significant incident |

recall.
Initiation in MacKenzie house

There was an ‘initiation’ done by the older boys on the younger boys which was called
‘bog washing’. This was getting your head held down the toilet and pulling the flush. |
honestly cannot remember if this happened to me. Another initiation was an ‘apple pie
bed’ which is where the bed sheet is folded over which makes it impossible to get in.
This meant that when the bell sounded you couldn’t get in your bed so you would get
slippers and all sorts of things thrown at you by the other boys. Crucially you wouldn't
be in your bed when the duty master came round and so could get beaten.

Mornings and bedtime

After my first year as a day pupil | became a boarder. My first few nights in the dorm
were grim. The mattresses were made from horse hair and they sat on iron framed
beds. They were incredibly uncomfortable.

In the morning the first bell would sound at seven o’clock by the house prefects who
were called ephors. The boarding house was run by bells. The first bell was the ‘wake
up’ bell then a few minutes later was the ‘get up’ bell. We got up, then there was
another bell when it was time to get washed, clean our teeth and get ready for
breakfast. Then there was a bell to indicate it was time to go over to the prep school
dining room for breakfast about five minutes away. The bells sounded over roughly a
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39.

As soon as the hand bell sounded at night time when you were in bed, the talking had
to stop. If you were caught talking, the housemaster or the deputy would give you an

instant beating.

My father had given me a cricket bat for school. Around my second year of boarding
the boys got a hold of my linseed oil and poured it all over my bed sheets. This didn’t
wash out properly and the matron was never happy with me because she thought |
had dirty sheets.

There was lots of ‘ragging’ in the dorm which is mucking about, play fighting or pillow
fights. If you were caught you would be beaten. There was lots of violence from the
housemaster and his deputy even in the junior school. | had never come across
violence like it before. The teachers were violent and the boys were violent. It was just
a violent place. There was never any love or affection from anyone. | never knew what
nurturing meant until later in my life when | had psychotherapy. It is not a concept |
had ever come across.

One of the particular incidents at Edinburgh Academy that has haunted me was in
junior school. It happened when | was at MacKenzie house and | have worked it out
to have been in 1967 when | was ten. | remember what led up to it because someone
had done something but | have no idea what it was. The person hadn’t owned up so
we were all to write a two page essay on how the offender should be punished if
detected. We were held back after prep to write this essay. Other boys dared me to
write that the offender should have his cock and balls cut off, so | did.

I never thought any more about it but a couple of days later | was told to go to Sl
Bl s study. | thought | was going to his study to be made a house prefect. | was
completely wrong. He had my essay and asked me what | meant by that comment. |
was amazed that he had actually read my essay and presumably all the other essays.
He then told me to lower my trousers and pants and bend over. He had a clacken but
the wooden part at the end which was the shape of a table tennis bat was broken in
half so a semi-circle was left. Where it had fractured there was a rough ragged edge.
He hit my bare backside and the rough edge lacerated me. He hit me so hard | must
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40.

41.

42.

have been in a lot of shock because | remember having to hold on to the desk to pull
my pants and trousers up. | could hardly get out the door and thought | was going to
collapse.

When | went downstairs and back into the dorm, normally there was a bit of a laugh
after punishment, but | must have looked very ill because there was total silence. The
boys often chatted about it. It might be too strong to say that we supported each other,
perhaps it would be more accurate to say there was a group coming together after
such a beating. This was partly because it was a different dynamic to a boy on boy
beating which was very isolating unless you were part of the gang, which | wasn't. |
am aware of other boys being beaten byusing the broken clacken.

The only other incident from the prep school was at the hands of my-teacher
We did a couple of i rrojects for him in the holidays. My
projects were on the Red Barron and David Livingstone. | did a really good job on the
Red Barron but | was bored with the second. | bought a ladybird book about
Livingstone, copied it and cut the pictures out for my project book. He took me aside
and asked me if | thought he was stupid and wouldn’t notice. He beat me for that with
the clacken over my clothes. | think it was just he and | in the classroom.

Reporting of abuse at Edinburgh Academy junior school

When S beat me with the clacken | can’t remember if | went to see matron
because of my injuries. | had lacerations and bruising to my backside. | specifically
remember the cuts from the ragged edge of the clacken. | never spoke to my parents
about it because they would have been in London at that time. Knowing that
was a friend of my dad must have affected what | thought about the incident and the
connection between them probably stopped me ever talking about anything significant
in my life with my father.
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was like hockey but with a tennis ball. The other punishment would be getting belted
with a tawse which was a wide leather strap with a split at the end.

I have no idea if any record was ever made of any administered punishment. | am not
aware of anything being ever passed to my parents and there was never anything on
any of my report cards. If they did tell my parents they never let on to me as we never

talked about school when | was home, apart from my school reports.

Abuse at Edinburgh Academy senior school

In the senior school | became good at hiding the ‘fizzy potato’ soup | didn't like by
spreading it between other empty plates. One time when | was around thirteen or
fourteen RN @ Woodwork master, saw me trying to hide the soup so told me
to sit next to him and eat the soup. | told him that if | ate the soup | would be sick. He
made me eat it and | was sick all over his lap. He sent me to the headmaster and |
was beaten by the headmaster He made me lower my trousers and bend
over his desk and beat me. | can’t remember how many times he hit me or whether he
used the clacken or the tawse. This was the only time that he beat me. This was just
another example of how | was considered to be a nothing and had no rights.

After this incident | often absented myself from lunch so there was never a repeat. |
often hid, and in my last year, sometimes sneaked out and went to a nearby chip shop.

The biggest difference between junior school and moving into senior school was the
level of fear in Dundas house. There were some frightening experiences in MacKenzie
house but | don’t remember it permeating throughout my whole existence.

Abuse by Hamish Dawson

Dundas house was terrifying. Hamish Dawson had a reputation and everybody knew
what it was like in Dundas house before they went in. It was just a case of trying to
survive until it was time to get out of there and move into Scott or Jeffrey house.
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B (' 2s the assistant housemaster. He was a paedophile and a
homosexual and | believe later took his own life. He never did anything to me but | do

recall he was a pathetic individual.

Hamish Dawson was a deeply unpleasant man and all the boys were very wary when
around him. He had a very explosive temper but on the other hand could be very
jocular. Both were very dangerous for different reasons. When he was on duty one of
the fears was that you never knew which one was going to come through the door. He
was very unpredictable. Even then he could flick between them when he was in the
dorm. There is no doubt that he was a paedophile and a sadist, although | didn’t know
of those terms at that time.

If ever you committed a misdemeanour, or if Hamish Dawson thought you had
committed a misdemeanour, he would take you into his study where he would beat
you. One time | was late in taking the laundry basket down so he beat me. Everyone
in the house took a turn in taking the laundry basket containing all the dirty washing
downstairs. | can’t remember why but | was late in taking it downstairs.

Hamish Dawson hit me with a tawse on my bare bottom and on the top of my thighs.
| think there were four or five strokes. | was left with severe bruising and weals on my
buttocks and thighs to such an extent that it was extremely uncomfortable for me to sit
down for about a week. He never beat me again after this incident. | subsequently
moved to Scott house and Dawson had no jurisdiction over me there, although he was
my form master for a year in the senior school . | kept out his way as much as | could.
| know he did this to many of the other boys, regularly.

Later on | learned from other students that if something happened in his house and no
one owned up to it, everyone in the house was beaten by Hamish Dawson. ||| Gz

was one of them.

Hamish Dawson’s predilection was to come into the dorm and choose a boy or

sometimes two. He would sit on their beds and tickle them or draw on them. It was all
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or latterly my study | had a fear of what had been done to my stuff that day. One time
| came back to my room and a poster on my wall had been defaced with a felt pen.

Each year the older boys left school but they were just replaced by the next layer of
bullies below them. These boys might have been the boys who did some of the
beatings as instructed by the more senior boys.

Reporting of abuse at Edinburgh Academy senior school

Hamish Dawson made an error on the occasion that he beat me on my bare bottom
and thighs with the tawse and left me with very visible injuries. He did it the week
before half term in the summer of 1969. My parents were in London at the time and |
went home to see them. One day | was in the family bathroom and was standing in
the bath drying myself when my mum came in. She saw the injuries and she asked
me what had happened. | told her then that Hamish Dawson had hit me. | don’t
remember her asking me anything else about it. All | know is that neither my father nor
my mother ever mentioned or spoke about it again. | have no idea if my mother
reported this to the school.

There is no doubt that my mother would have told my father about the injuries and that
Dawson had been responsible. This, along with the sense of betrayal by my father
regarding his cricketing friend, this torpedoed my adult relationship with

both my mother and father.
The fact that Hamish Dawson lost control like that to cause such injury and the fact he

did it so close to half term and not caring shows that there was a culture where nobody
was going to do anything anyway.
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| was good at what | did so was given tough stuff to do. | ended up working myself into
the ground. | couldn’t handle it and slowly broke down. My second breakdown was in
1993. It was happening to others at work due to the pressure. | also remarried in 1993.
My third breakdown was in 1997 again because of the pressure at work. | had worked
for some of the most appalling people in the company. It had never occurred to me
that | shouldn’t put up with it. Again this is another example of my passivity.

The second phase | bumped along the bottom for about twelve years and within that
time had two breakdowns and two suicide attempts. In 2002 when at a therapy group
| started talking to a young woman. She was a few years older than my daughter and
her father had committed suicide. | saw what it had done to her, both in terms of why
her love for him wasn’t enough to stop him and why he didn't love her enough to save
himself. After this | turned my back on suicide as | never wanted to put my daughter
through this.

The third phase was the next twenty years when | climbed out from the bottom. At the
very bottom in around 1996 or 1997 | was asked by a psychoanalyst what life felt like.
| remember saying it was like being at the bottom of a very deep well with vertical
smooth sides so there was nothing to hold on to and there was no light. Although |
thought he was bonkers, with his help | did start to climb out of that well. With further
help from other psychotherapists it continued.

The incidents of abuse by [SSIIll and Hamish Dawson have haunted me and
tormented my mind throughout my life. There was habitual violence but the beatings
and the extremeness of violence displayed by both these men in these two incidents
have stayed with me. The one with [SSIlllwas also instrumental or contributory
to the break down of my relationship with my father because they were friends. It took
me two years of psychotherapy before | was even able to say the name, Hamish

Dawson.

In the 25 year period after | left school | had a picture of total blackness about my time
at Edinburgh Academy. In a male group psychotherapy session in the early 2000s
there was a chap there called [JJilij He was very quietly spoken but | could tell by
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year | had a complete mental and physical breakdown which resulted in me retiring
from work. As a result of that | started to develop a connection with || li| ' have
talked to || GG 2 ¢ cven he said | was a weird guy who
turned up briefly at breaks from the Academy then disappeared again, having spent

most of my time on my own in my bedroom or having rows with people.

117. Because there was no privacy in the dorms and because of all the antics that went on
| have never liked going to my bed. This has never left me. | don't feel comfortable in
bed and often sleep on the sofa downstairs. My bed is not a place of comfort or rest.
Quite often | will have unpleasant dreams about my time at the Academy in a distorted
sort of way. One particular awful nightmare | had was when a master was chasing me
and | ran into my sitting room at home and hid behind the sofa. When the master came
in my father told him where | was and handed me over to him. It was horrific and |
remember waking up either with palpitations or some other physical reaction to it. This
was another example of the betrayal and collusion that | felt going on throughout my
time at the Academy.

118. 1am generally quite an open person but there is no doubt that | am very suspicious of

everyone and it takes me a long time to trust anyone.

o
I 1< two serious beatings | got from and

Hamish Dawson similarly affected my relationship with my parents as | believed they
were in collusion with the teachers. The whole period through the senior house,
especially the peer abuse, was the final nail into my mental health problems which has
affected my whole life. For a very long time | never felt like | belonged to the family

and | always felt like an outsider.
120. 1learned not to mess with [l and Mrs I iust like | knew not to mess with

my grandfather . Hamish Dawson however was a different kettle of fish. The

permeating fear | got from him was not something | had ever experienced.
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was. The crucial difference between us was that he was part of a gang so wasn't
isolated or alone like | was. He did say that there were ‘loners’ in his year who were
picked off and were targeted.

| have given a statement to the police, operation Treefrog, about my time at the
Academy. They were unrelenting in their questioning and the amount of forensic detail
they required of the violence and the injuries | found quite disturbing. They told me
that both el and Dawson were dead so there would not be any investigation but a
crime file had been created and my statement may provide background for any further
enquiries or prosecutions.

Records

After my father died in 2005 | looked through my reports from school. | wanted to see
if there was any indication of what had happened to me at school. The only thing that
was apparent was my positions in the annual exams going down each year from being
in the top five in the class to the middle of the class over a period of around three
years. From my file there is nothing to indicate any communication or discussion
between the school and my father. All that was in the file were reports and bills.

| have never tried to get any further records from the school. | am not interested in
getting anything like this.

Compensation

Nicky Campbell put me in touch with a firm of lawyers. My understanding on the basis
of the advice | have been given so far is that, at the moment, under Scottish law, my
sort of case faces a very high evidential hurdle because both of my abusers are dead.
There is a case going through the court of appeal but because Scottish law is codified
and not case law the judges have less discretion. On those grounds Digby Brown
declined to pursue my case. Subsequently | contacted Thornton's as they have won a
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asked what they were going to do for people like me. Barry Welsh, the headmaster
telephoned me and we agreed that | would go see him and he asked if | wanted to see
round the school. | wasn’t sure but when | met him he showed me and my friend round.

Barry Welsh said something more or less along the lines that we deserved an
unreserved apology and that they regretted what had happened. | told him that | was
on a journey of peace and reconciliation with the Academy as an institution. It was the
only way | was going to enjoy the last part of my life. Every time he said he wasn't at
the school when the abuse happened, it really annoyed me. | told him that | just wanted
to know that the school does now look after its pupils, that there are safeguards and
see if it felt like it was a happy place.

Most places during the visit | was okay but there were three times | felt a bit wobbly.
The first was when | was outside the dining room where | had been sick on Ll

B the library where | sat my Cambridge entrance exam, and the main hall for

some reason. | was relatively okay when | saw the boarding houses although we only
looked at them from the outside. When | saw the playing fields this was the most
emotional | got and | had a real moment of reflection about my father. | was sad at the
thought of him sitting at the other side of the cricket pitch. Although we didn’t see eye
to eye we didn't dislike each other and it brought back unpleasant memories and | felt
chronically sad. | know | need to go back to make peace with everything about the
Academy.

| hate the spineless apology given by Edinburgh Academy saying that it was a long
time ago and that they weren't there at that time so weren’t responsible, and that their
regime today wouldn’t allow things like that to happen now. There was no
acknowledgement of anything apart from a meaningless ‘sorry’. At least Fettes college
had given a straight unconditional apology.

| have written a book which is currently in draft format. It is titled ‘The great(est) mis-
selling scandal’. The book is all about adulthood which was supposed to be brilliant
but certainly wasn'’t for me although it has been more recently. Maybe it has been
brilliant all the time for others.
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152. Because of my experiences at Edinburgh Academy there is absolutely no way that |
would ever send my children to any boarding school. | have never understood why
any parent would do that to their child.

153. | have no objection to my witness statement being published as part of the evidence

to the Inquiry. acts stated in this witness statement are true.
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