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Homophobia at

Harrow School forced
Charles Donovan to hide
his sexuality. Thirty years
on, he reveals how his
victimisation sparked a life
of fear, shame and addiction
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By the time I started at
Harrow School, aged 13, I
already knew, had always
known, I was gay.
Harrow, one of the country's
finest boarding schools for
boys, was where my
grandfather, the Labour MP
and judge Lord Donovan, had
sent his sons. My mother's
forebears had been there too.
My contemporaries included
the actors Benedict
Cumberbatch and Laurence
Fox, the singer James Blunt
and the classical pianist James
Rhodes.
It was 1987, and in many
ways Harrow was a good place
that accommodated
eccentricity, but the school
also had a Norman Tebbitstyle morality. One
housemaster would bark, "I
smell buggery!" in hallways at
pupils suspected of incipient
gayness.
It seemed that being gay was
the worst offence imaginable. I
hoped I was one of those
"phase" cases and my
heterosexuality would
eventually show up to save me.
I was fearful of the treatment
meted out to other schoolboys
accused of being gay - they
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were wraithlike and friendless
- though, in the end, I had no
choice in the matter.
At 16, I was outed in The
Harrovian, the school journal
edited by staff. A review of my
acting in a production of
Journey's End was littered
with coded references to my
sexuality, the anonymous
critic adding that I repulsed
him. "Why does he have to be
so effeminate?" he wrote.
Everyone got the gist. I was
ashamed, but I could cope
with hearsay. Then, later that

year, I got careless. I had
concealed male erotica under
my mattress. One afternoon, I
read, scrawled on the cover,
"YOU ARE F****** GAY!!!!!"
The truth was out, with
compelling proof.
It would be five years before
I came out by letter, aged 21,
to my godmother, Georgie
Mount (a cousin of the writer
Ferdinand Mount and David
Cameron). "Darling, I've been
trying to drag you out of the
closet since you were 12!" she
wrote back.
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That night at school, though,
I felt alone and worthless. I
couldn't go to my family for
help without telling them why
I needed it. Instead, I headed
into London and loitered
around Piccadilly, trying to
look louche. I attracted a curb
crawler, a clammy, middleaged man. "How much?" he
asked. "Ten pounds, please," I
said on a whim. After a brief
liaison in his car, I noticed
what a monumental
distraction it had been. The
adrenaline had stilled my
despair. I felt emboldened, as
if I was saying, "Look how
little I care," to my peers.
For years after that moment,
prostitution would bring me a
fix of adrenaline. I would
finish work as a writer on a
features desk, go home and
wait for a call from an agency,
then dash off to a hotel. I lived
a triple life. There was my
superficial existence to which
everyone was privy, the gay
life in which trusted people
were included, and the escort
work, which only I knew
about. Preventing the borders
of my different lives from
blurring was exhausting.
In my mid-twenties, stung
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after another relation in whom
I'd confided had advised a
don't-ask-don't-tell policy, I
gradually withdrew from
gatherings. Friends warned
me not to come out to my
parents. My use of drugs and
alcohol changed from pleasure
to consolation. In my secret
life, I became as sexually
uninhibited as possible. I
found men on buses, trains
and street corners, in bars,
clubs and supermarkets. I
didn't care whether I was
attracted to them or not.
Boyfriends came and went,
the most heartrending being
Miguel, who died of Aidsrelated illnesses while two
friends and I provided
palliative care. His parting gift
was to encourage me to come
out to my parents, which I did,
aged 30. They were loving and
supportive. I had put myself
through decades of
unnecessary secrecy.
By then, drug addiction had
corroded my personality. I was
brittle, unreliable and
unpleasant, eventually
breaking down entirely. In
2012, aged 37 and in drug
psychosis, I plummeted 40ft
from a dual carriageway in
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west London, breaking my
back, feet and left arm.
While I learnt to walk again,
I noticed that Laurence Fox
and Benedict Cumberbatch
were speaking out against
Harrow's homophobia in the
press - as straight men,
they'd found it objectionable.
If they could talk freely, why
was I so craven?
At 42, I'm emerging from
adolescence. I can have a
second act. I hope I live it well.

Charles Donovan is a writer.
Follow him @CharlieDonovan
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