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MIDDLETOWN: For more than a centu-
ry, St George’s School has been part of
the pedigree of some of America’s rich-
est and most influential families. Astors,
Vanderbilts and Bushes have attended
the exclusive boarding school, where
students can go sailing, play on world-
class squash courts or simply enjoy a
sweeping view of the sea from the hill-
top campus. But since at least the
1970s, leaders at St George’s kept a
secret. Dozens of former students have
come forward to say they were raped or
molested by employees and school-
mates over the past four decades. 

St George’s acknowledged in a
report it issued shortly before
Christmas that it repeatedly failed to
notify police and child welfare authori-
ties as required by law. The school’s cur-
rent leadership has characterized the
abuse as a problem of the past and said
it discovered the extent of the miscon-
duct only recently. But many accusers
have disputed that, and much of their
anger has fallen on Eric Peterson, head-
master since 2004. Peterson was told in
2004, 2006, 2011, 2012 and 2015 about
numerous allegations of abuse, accord-
ing to interviews with alumni and doc-
uments obtained by The Associated
Press.

Arrogant exceptionalism
Many alumni are calling on Peterson

to step down. Some want the entire
board swept clean. “It’s like a charade of
arrogant exceptionalism that is endem-
ic in the school, in the leadership of the
school,” said Hawk Cramer, an alumnus
who says he was molested by the choir
director in the 1980s and told Peterson
about it in 2004. Some alumni have
charged that the school’s leaders
hushed up the abuse to protect the
reputation of St George’s, which was
founded in 1896 and counts among its
graduates the poet Ogden Nash, the
late Sen Claiborne Pell and Fox News
commentator Tucker Carlson. The
$56,000-a-year Episcopal institution
just outside Newport has about 400
high school-age students and a rich
endowment of more than $140 million.

A spokeswoman for both the school
and Peterson declined to comment on
specific allegations, citing an independ-
ent investigation underway. St George’s
previously issued a statement apologiz-

ing “for the harm done to alumni by for-
mer employees and former students.”
“We also apologize that the way in
which the school addressed these inci-
dents has served to compound this
harm,” the statement said. Separately,
Rhode Island state police are looking
into possible sex-crime charges and
other offenses, including failure to
report abuse. There is no statute of limi-
tations on rape in Rhode Island.

In-house report
The problems at St George’s burst

into view in mid-December, about a
week before the in-house report was
issued, when The Boston Globe report-
ed the story of Anne Scott, who said
she was repeatedly raped by athletic

trainer Al Gibbs as a 15-year-old in the
1970s. She sued the school as “Jane
Doe” in 1988. St George’s tried and
failed to reveal her identity publicly and
aggressively fought the case, even
though her lawyer, Eric MacLeish, says
evidence emerged during the lawsuit
that Gibbs had assaulted four other
girls. Scott dropped the case the follow-
ing year, receiving nothing, and agreed
to a gag order preventing her from
speaking about it.

More such allegations quietly piled
up in the years that followed. It was not
until last spring that St George’s sent a
letter informing the entire school com-
munity about possible sexual miscon-

duct “many years ago” and asking grad-
uates to report anything they knew. In
November, the school reported allega-
tions of abuse to the Rhode Island state
police for the first time.

MacLeish, a St George’s alumnus and
a lead lawyer in the Boston Catholic
Church sex abuse lawsuits, said he is
aware of at least 40 people who say
they were abused at the school and 12
alleged abusers, either employees or
students. The most recent misconduct
alleged dates to 2004. The school did
take some action over the years, firing
or forcing out three teachers in the
1970s and ‘80s, according to its
December report. They were: Gibbs,
who was fired in 1980 and died in 1996.
The school acknowledged he raped or

otherwise abused at least 17 students. It
did not report any misconduct to child
welfare authorities until 1989, in the
course of Scott’s lawsuit. The agency
said it had no authority to act because
the alleged victims were over 18.

Inappropriate sexual conduct
The Rev Howard “Howdy” White,

who abruptly left in 1974 after a parent
accused him of inappropriate sexual
conduct with a student. The school said
White abused at least three students.
White refused to comment when
reached by the AP. Franklin Coleman,
the choir director, who was fired in
1988 after student complaints of

molestation and other inappropriate
behavior. The school said it did not
notify child welfare authorities on the
advice of its legal counsel. MacLeish
said he has now spoken to six of
Coleman’s alleged victims. Coleman did
not return messages seeking comment.

Neither White nor Coleman has ever
been charged. Both went on to other
schools around the US before retiring
several years ago. One graduate said he
was molested by Coleman in 1987 dur-
ing an overnight trip to Boston.  The
man told the AP that he reported it to
the school the following year, after he
learned Coleman had asked another
boy to sleep in his bed during a choir
tour of England. The man said he spoke
with Peterson’s predecessor as head-
master, Charles Hamblet, and met with
Peterson in 2006 to discuss the abuse.
Both Hamblet and Peterson offered to
pay for therapy, which he accepted, he
said.

“This offer is an attempt to right a
wrong,” Peterson wrote to the man in a
2006 letter obtained by the AP. He
added that the school’s willingness to
pay for therapy was “in no way an
admission of responsibility.” Dan
Brewster, a 1974 graduate, went on to
serve on the board of trustees in the
early 1990s. He said that then-head-
master Hamblet and Howard Dean, a
former board chairman and father of
the 2004 Democratic presidential can-
didate, told him that in some past cases
of teachers accused of abuse, the
school would quietly let the educator
go with a lump-sum payment, a
nondisclosure clause and an agree-
ment barring the faculty member from
taking a job at another boarding
school.

Brewster said that when he asked
why the school didn’t notify parents
and the authorities, the two men
replied that teenagers might be
dragged in to testify and that their par-
ents might also bring an “avalanche of
lawsuits” against the school. Hamblet
and Dean are now dead. “I do believe
they were honestly wrestling and did
care about an obviously difficult issue. I
also felt they came to the wrong con-
clusion,” Brewster said. “It was because
the prestige and the fundraising capac-
ity of the school was more important
than any one kid.” —AP
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MIDDLETOWN: A sign rests at an entrance to St George’s
School in Middletown, RI. —AP

MIDDLETOWN: Buildings at St George’s School rest on top of a hill in
Middletown, RI. The exclusive New England boarding school, whose alumni
include Astors, Vanderbilts and Bushes, has been rocked by a sex abuse
scandal. —AP

ROME: Italy’s battle over legalizing same-sex
civil unions is about to get heated, with sup-
porters and opponents ready to take to the
streets as lawmakers address the deeply divi-
sive issue. Italy is the only major Western
European country not to have enacted legis-
lation allowing gay couples to have their rela-
tionships legally recognized and protected. A
bill, which the Senate will start examining on
Thursday, is the first to get to parliament.

The draft legislation will enable same-sex
couples to commit themselves to one anoth-
er before a state official, to take each other’s
names and, in certain circumstances, adopt
each other’s children and inherit each other’s
residual pension rights. “It is the bare mini-
mum,” said Marilena Grassadonia, chair of the
Rainbow Families (Famiglie Arcobaleno)
group. Gabriele Piazzoni, the national secre-
tary of Italy’s biggest gay rights group,
Arcigay, calls it a first step towards Italy catch-
ing up with its neighbours and ending a situ-
ation “that does our country no credit what-
soever”.

Under the slogan “Wake Up Italy! It is time
to be civil”, supporters of the reform are due
to hold demonstrations in 90 towns and cities
across the country on Saturday. “We are not
trying to make a big impression, it is more
about going out and meeting people,”
Grassadonia said. Opponents of the bill, in
contrast, are planning a show of strength at a
demonstration scheduled for January 30 in
Rome’s Circus Maximus. Hundreds of thou-
sands are expected to attend the self-styled
“Family Day,” organized by mainly Catholic

groups under the battle cry of “Defend our
Children”.

Massimo Gandolfini, the neurosurgeon
who is coordinating the planned rally, says the
proposed law will undermine marriage. “It is
unacceptable to think of our children, our
grandchildren, being taught that there are dif-
ferent models of families,” he said. In
Gandolfini’s view, Italy cannot afford to
extend the pension inheritance rights current-
ly enjoyed by the married to gay couples who
sign civil unions “when we have 1.4 million
families living under the poverty threshold.”

‘Grave and irresponsible’ 
Above all it is the draft legislation’s provi-

sion on adoption which provokes the ire of its
opponents with the Catholic Church unwill-
ing to accept the principle that, in the eyes of
the law, a child can have two fathers or two
mothers. Angelo Bagnasco, the chair of the
Italian conference of bishops, has denounced
the whole debate as a “grave and irresponsi-
ble distraction from the real problems of the
country”. 

In the world of politics, dividing lines cut
across party loyalties. A minority faction with-
in the ruling Democratic Party supports jun-
ior coalition partner the New Centre Right
(NCD) in opposing a reform championed by
Prime Minister Matteo Renzi. Renzi, who has
allowed his allies a free vote on the “issue of
conscience”, can however count on backing
from most of the opposition Five Star move-
ment, left-wing fringe parties and even sec-
tions of Silvio Berlusconi’s Forza Italia. —AFP
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