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My  r oa d  to  E ton

crossing over 
Kupoluyi in east 
London and (right) 
at eton, where he 
has been a pupil 
since autumn 2018
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P o rt r a i ts  by  to M  ba r n Es  
a n d  g a r E t h  P h i l l i P s

Boris Johnson’s alma mater has 
produced more prime ministers 
than any other school. But what’s 
it like to go there from one of the 
most deprived areas in Britain? 

Sharon Hendry reports

My  r oa d  to  E ton



d
aniel Kupoluyi 
stands nervously 
in the central 
courtyard of Eton 
College in front  
of the imposing 
statue of its 
founder, King 
Henry VI. This 
school is the most 

elite institution in Britain, epitomising 
privilege: it has produced 19 UK prime 
ministers — and Boris Johnson. As this 
magazine went to press, Johnson appeared 
set to become the 20th old Etonian to 
rearrange the furniture at 10 Downing 
Street. His fellow Old Etonians occupy 
powerful roles across the establishment and 
are marked by what one headmaster 
described as “effortless superiority” (see the 
James Wood article on page 30 overleaf ).  

Yet Daniel, 14, comes from a different 
world. While many of his classmates grew 
up in manor houses in the smartest parts of 
the UK, his family lives in one of Britain’s 
most deprived areas: Dagenham, in east 
London. His remarkable journey gives a 
unique insight into the school culture that 
shaped young Boris and so many of Britain’s 
past and present leaders. To fit in, Daniel 
has spent much of his first year learning to 
navigate an entirely new world, one where 
even the way that a boy walks past King 
Henry VI’s statue has to be negotiated 
according to unwritten Etonian law.

 “You have to walk on the side where your 
heart is closest to him — it’s deemed to be 
disrespectful if you walk on the wrong  
side,” Daniel explains with a smile. “Where  
I come from you have to worry about more 
pressing things, such as how to avoid  
knife crime and whether families in the 
community have enough to eat.”

Daniel arrived at Eton last autumn thanks 
to his determined mother, an enlightened 
charity and a bursary from the school. All 
his fees, and those of about another 80 boys 
among Eton’s 1,300 students, are paid from 
the school’s multimillion-pound resources. 
Those fees are currently £13,600 per term 
and will rise to £14,200 next year — nearly 
£43,000 a year, well over the median 
annual income in the UK, which is £28,677. 
Daniel’s bursary also covers the cost of 
trips, uniform, sports kit, a computer, 
pocket money and parental visits. But 
despite the financial assistance, finding his 
way in this new world has been far from 
easy. Daniel’s first week was particularly 
testing; he was literally thrown into the 
deep end of school life.  

“On the first Sunday we were asked to 
wear our sports kit down to the indoor 
swimming pool. The teacher told us to 

End boys so they could attend elite private 
schools, she investigated and discovered 
the Eastside Young Leaders’ Academy 
(EYLA), in Newham, east London. 

Founded and run by Ray Lewis, a former 
prison service manager turned youth worker 
(he even worked with Boris during his time 
as London mayor) EYLA aims to provide 
predominantly black, disadvantaged 
children with educational assistance, tough 
love and a proud teaching of black history. 
Since 2007, EYLA has arranged more than 
150 boarding school scholarships. As well as 
Eton, it counts Rugby School, Sherborne 
Girls and Wellington College among its 
partners. These schools and others also 
work with the Royal National Children’s 
Springboard Foundation, a charity providing 
hundreds of bursaries for children from 
low-income backgrounds. Other leading 
independent schools are trying to boost  
the financial assistance they can offer, not 
least because they are keen to hang on to 

their charitable status, which confers huge 
financial advantages.

Daniel began the EYLA programme in 
January 2017. “I was shy when I first joined, 
but Mr Lewis is very charismatic,” Daniel 
says. “He pushed me and helped me to leap 
out of my comfort zone.”

Within months, Lewis had encouraged 
him to prepare for Eton’s bursary exams. 

“I thought, ‘Do I really want this?’ I didn’t 
think I could cope with it. It looked like a 
posh setting and not one I was used to. The 
clothes, especially, looked peculiar.”

Lewis drove Daniel to Eton in March last 
year to sit papers in science, English and 
maths. He also faced six gruelling interviews 
with academic tutors, the head of wellbeing 
and the headmaster, Simon Henderson.

The selection process was daunting and 
the environment overwhelming for Daniel. 

“I was shocked. I didn’t know where to 

jump in fully clothed with our shoes on and 
swim lengths doing breaststroke. 

“I’ve never really had access to swimming 
pools. In the summer my mum only took 
me for a few lessons. So when I was asked to 
do this I was really struggling and had to get 
out. I didn’t pass the swimming test. Every 
other new boy in my house passed except 
for me. It was so embarrassing. I had to get 
out of the water, drenched, and walk 
shamefully into the changing room.”

I suggest that must have been hard. He 
grins engagingly.

“I guess there are two ways of looking at 
it. Eton was sending out a message that said, 
‘We’re not treating you differently to any 
other boy now you are here,’ but the end 
result was my difference was exposed in a 
pretty embarrassing way.”

Unlike many of his contemporaries, who 
had attended the most expensive prep 
schools in the land before Eton, Daniel had 
attended Gaynes School in Upminster, near 
Dagenham. It is a comprehensive that last 
year was placed in special measures. 

“Many people referred to Gaynes as 
being ‘broke’. So many things were actually 
broken and no one even tried to fix them. 
The swimming pool had been abandoned 
for years,” he remembers. “It was a place 
where I spent happy times with friends, but 
a lot of students were not committed to or 
enthusiastic about the work. It’s not 
competitive like Eton, and they don’t push 
you to fulfil your potential like they do here. 
Some of my classmates weren’t committed 
to going to school at all. There were fights in 
class, sometimes between boys and 
sometimes even between girls. Because it 
happened so frequently, staff and pupils got 
used to it. If someone got suspended, they 
would just come back and start the fighting 
all over again. In contrast, Eton is a 

competitive environment academically. If 
you put your hand up and get the answer 
right, no one in the classroom is going to 
ridicule you.” 

Daniel’s parents came to Britain from 
Nigeria as children and are far from rich. 
“My dad got a degree in maths and also 
worked as a security guard — but he has 
sickle-cell anaemia and is on dialysis, which 
makes earning a living hard. During my first 
term at Eton he was hospitalised for 12 days.  
I was devastated.”

His mother, Hannah, 38, juggles nursing 
her husband, Jayson, 44, with raising Daniel 
and his siblings, Daniella, 13, and Davin, 9.

It was Hannah, who runs a women’s 
networking group and is a member of a 
panel selecting foster homes for neglected 
children, who took the initiative in getting 
Daniel to Eton. When she heard about a 
local charity offering bursary paths to East 

“Most boys here are rich. but maybe being separated from 
your family at such young ages brings its own baggage”
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start — I was just in awe of all the sights, 
and the pupils seemed like towering men all 
looking down at me. But my mum turned to 
me and gently said, ‘Get your head together 
and stay calm. You can do this.’ ”

And he did — despite the interview 
questions being unlike any he had prepped 
for. “The head of wellbeing asked, ‘What  
is the superhero you want to be and why?’  
I was totally unprepared for that but said, 
‘Hulk — he has the strength that saves 
people.’ ” That seemed to do the trick.

Daniel was accepted and started last 
September. There was no gentle immersion 
process into his new life. His year group has 
250 pupils but just eight black boys — and 
he describes the other seven as wealthy. 

“Obviously, it’s disconcerting because 
I’ve lived with black people all my life and  

I understand them,” he says. “I’m not used 
to being in a cultural minority like I am  
here but you have to get on with it.”

He got a taste of what was to come during 
the fitting of Eton’s famous £1,500 
uniform, which includes a black tailcoat, 
white shirt, white collar and tie, black 
waistcoat and pin-striped trousers. He 
remembers the first fitting last summer.

“Everything was too big and they had  
to pin it. I didn’t know clothes were fitted  
in this way. They also taught me how to  
do the tie, but it would be a long time  
before I mastered it. Everything felt so 
uncomfortable and itchy compared to the 
simple blazer and shirt I’d worn at my old 
school. I looked so weird when I glimpsed 
my reflection in the mirror, like an alien.”

When term began, “Mum and I took the 
train and headed for Hawtrey House, the 
boarding house I was assigned. One of the 

So does he think Johnson would make a 
good PM? “Erm, possibly … hopefully.”

Outside the classroom, Daniel has 
attended lectures by the Entrepreneurship 
Society but finds some of Eton’s more 
traditional extracurricular activities 
mind-boggling. 

“At my old school, the main 
extracurricular activities were football and 
basketball, so it was a bit weird to discover  
a cheese club. But for me, the strangest is 
the beagling club — 30 beagles are taken for 
a run led by four boys on bikes. I guess it’s 
part of their culture but, for me, there are 
more constructive ways to spend time.”  
He smiles ruefully.

Eton says that it aims to give financial 
assistance to 25% of boys at the school. In 
2017-2018, more than 250 received some 

financial assistance — including 82 who 
had all their fees paid by bursaries — at a 
cost of £6.4m. However, that should be 
seen in the context of the college having an 
income of £73m in 2018, plus investments 
and assets worth more than £400m.

The school recently recognised it could 
and should do more to help boys from 
disadvantaged backgrounds. So this year it 
announced the Orwell Award, named after 
the writer George Orwell, a former pupil. It 
will target financial help at boys from poor 
families, or who, among other things, are in 
care or “on the edge of care”, or who will be 
the first from their family to go to university. 
The award will provide financial assistance 
for up to 12 places in the sixth form.

Like other private schools, Eton has one 
eye on political threats to its tax-efficient 
position as a charity. But according to its 
head of outreach, Tom Arbuthnott, the 
financial-assistance funds are more than 
just a ploy to ensure it keeps its charity status 
at a time when some politicians, including 
Jeremy Corbyn and Michael Gove, question 
it. Eton, he says, is also attempting to 
further its outreach by launching a new 
social media campaign later this year. “The 
goal is that boys like Daniel can go on a 
website and see that this is not a place that 
is forbidding and partitioned.”

 I am interested to know what Daniel 
misses about his old school. “I had really 
good friends at Gaynes. We all lived in the 
same area and had similar lifestyles. I can’t 
compare them with my new friends at  
Eton because they aren’t rich people in a 
monetary sense — but they are warm and 
charismatic. They didn’t believe me when  
I started mentioning Eton. They said, ‘It’s 
not for you, it’s for posh people.’ It wasn’t  
a case of trying to hold me back. They were 
just worried for me.”

How do his new classmates treat him?
“I’ve made two friends. One is really 

first things that struck me was that I had  
my own room. At home I share with my 
brother, so I was happy with that.”

During a memorable first 48 hours, in 
which he was literally left to sink or swim, 
Daniel threw himself into school life. 
Undeterred by his experience in the pool, 
he attempted rugby trials the next day.

“I had never played rugby in my life,”  
he says. “I watched some YouTube videos  
in preparation, but that’s all the coaching  
I had. I excelled in the strength-based  
tasks, but my stamina needed working  
on. There are a lot of people at Eton who  
are really, really good at rugby. They 
probably aren’t even aware that some 
schools don’t play it.”

Daniel went on to win a place in Eton’s 
rugby C-team. 

Academically, he is also holding his own 
in core subjects taught in classes of about  
20, while enjoying new studies including 
Japanese and Latin. “It’s really competitive, 
unlike in my old school where some  
people were reluctant to learn. Everyone 
challenges each other at Eton.”

That competitive atmosphere, he says, 
helps to explain why Eton has produced so 
many prime ministers. 

“Obviously, it’s a prestigious school where 
leadership is encouraged, whether it’s being 
captain of a team or leader of a society. That 
gives people platforms and skills to build 
connections. It also instils independence 
where decisiveness is needed.” 

In May, Daniel met Boris Johnson  
when he visited EYLA. “I really thought  
he would be more articulate,” Daniel  
says. “He is just a normal guy who came 
across as charismatic and funny. His  
speech was really funny and disjointed at 
times. At one point he was talking about  
the importance of poetry but went off  
on multiple tangents.”

“the uniform felt so uncomfortable. i looked so weird when  
i glimpsed my reflection in the mirror, like an alien”

how the other haLf Live above: Daniel 
in his study-bedroom at eton. Left: with his 
mother, hannah, in east London
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jovial and likes the trap music [a style of 
hip-hop] I play. I’m used to that music.  
It feels like people are telling my life story  
in the lyrics, and I can relate a bit to what 
they’ve been through, living in an 
impoverished area. I’m not quite sure how 
my Eton friend relates to the lyrics, but he 
knows them and it’s good to be able to share 
something like that.

 “My other friend is a good sportsman 
and also really kind and caring. He just 
seems to understand the kind of world  
I come from and can relate a bit.”

EYLA’s Ray Lewis admits that the journey 
across class continents is not easy and says 
holidays are a particularly difficult time. 
“While our kids are heading home to some 
of the most deprived boroughs in Britain, 
their friends are usually on the ski slopes or 
sunning themselves in the Caribbean,” he 
says. “If our pupils are lucky they might get 
invited to someone’s home — and we have 
even had examples of pupils inviting their 
wealthier friends back to areas not usually 
frequented by public-school pupils. Either 
way, the divide is there for all to see and it 
takes a certain resilient character to 
negotiate those feelings.”

 So far, Daniel has had no discussions 
about bringing friends from Eton home or 
visiting their homes. “For now, I’m just 
happy to be back with my family and will 
take each term as it comes,” he says.

Lewis is convinced Daniel will make it  
all the way through — and Daniel agrees. 
“Knowing my dad is unwell is a driving 
force for me to survive at Eton and succeed, 
and I’m more determined than ever to  
work hard. I hope to get a decent 
occupation so I can support my family and 
help others from my background. At the 
moment, I’m interested in investment 
banking because I enjoy economics.”

Eton’s influence, Arburthnott says, is 
already showing in Daniel’s development. 
“At interview Daniel was withdrawn, but 
we have seen his confidence build and  
there are lots of A-stars on his report  
for effort. We have great hopes for him.” 
What message would Daniel give to 
youngsters from his background 
contemplating a five-year immersion in the 
Etonian experience? 

“Seize it, but try to be yourself,” he says. 
“Most boys are rich. Sometimes, this can 
make you wish for the same because they 
don’t have to carry the burden of worrying 
about how their family will survive. They 
have many opportunities to meet people 
and see the world, but maybe being 
separated from their family at such young 
ages brings its own baggage.

“I am grateful to Eton for giving me the 
opportunity. I hope other black boys might 
read my story and allow it to spark something 
in them that says, ‘If he can, so can I.’ ” n

For more information on the Eastside Young 
Leaders Academy, visit eyla.org.uk

Even at a place like eton, it 
didn’t seem likely that anyone 
in my year would actually 
become prime minister.  
at school, everyone is 
“ambitious”, everyone loudly 
stretching upwards, but 

perhaps true ambition has a pair of silent 
claws. none of us identified david cameron 
as the boy marching inexorably towards 
downing street. When he became tory 

“ E toni a ns  a r E 
M a r k E d  by 
‘ E f for t l E s s 
s u P E rio r i t y ’ ”
How did Eton shape the Boris Johnson of today? One of 
his former schoolmates, James Wood, lifts the lid on the 
experiences they shared inside its cosseted world

leader in 2005, i had difficulty recalling him: 
wasn’t he that affable, sweet-faced, minor 
fellow at the edge of things? 

i remembered him as quite handsome,  
with the etonian’s uncanny ability to soften 
entitlement with charm. mostly, he was 
defined by negatives: he wasn’t an intellectual 
or scholar, a rebel, a musician, a school 
journalist or writer, even a sportsman. he 
wasn’t obviously political. he belonged to a 
social crowd that didn’t intersect much with 
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mine: home counties, landed gentry, a 
stockbroker father somehow involved — the 
customary expensive vagueness — “in 
finance”, a grand house i could only imagine 
and probably in those days envied. these 
boys all knew one another from somewhere 
else, fraternised masonically in the holidays, 
took one another’s sisters to parties in 
sussex and to hunt balls in gloucestershire, 
and dressed like their fathers, in clothes that 
looked inherited even when purchased just 
the other day at new & lingwood.

my own background was different. in 1984, 
my last year at the school, i wrote an 
anti-thatcher screed in the school magazine, 
and a tabloid journalist ambushed me in the 
street. Where did i live, what did my parents 
do? i saw his frustration when i told him that 
my father was a lecturer at durham 
university, my mother a schoolteacher. “that 
doesn’t sound very establishment … you don’t 
have a relative in maggie thatcher’s 
cabinet?” We had no family connections, to 
eton or anywhere else much. the only reason 
i was at the school was my mother’s madly 
aspirant zeal, her scottish petit-bourgeois 
tirelessness. my older brother and i were both 
effectively scholarship boys. he was the real 
thing, a King’s scholar (three years ahead of 
boris Johnson); in my case, when my parents 
demonstrated financial need, the school 
eventually helped out with a bursary.

i was lucky — my religious parents would 
have insisted on “blessed” — and savoured 
that luck, grateful to be at such a school, 
though often keen to set fire to it. of course i 
wasn’t lucky — in the sense of being 

fortunate — like the born etonian, and in 
time, once i had worked out the codes of this 
strange world, that difference would become 
not excruciating but a source of strength. the 
born etonian was at one with his heritage.  
the quickest way to ascertain a boy’s natural 
etonianness was to find out if his father had 
gone there. Plenty had. then i would start my 
plebeian social arithmetic. if his father went 
there, then 30 or so years earlier his 
grandparents had had the money to send his 
father there. so his grandfather was probably 
an old etonian. Which meant that 60 or so 
years earlier his great-grandparents had had 
enough money … it was dizzying, climbing 
backwards along the branches of these 
golden family trees.

it was unimaginable to me, the quickly 
privileged descendant of schoolteachers and 
shopkeepers, that these etonians had been 
privileged for so long that the precise origins 
of their fortune could no longer be located. 

What amazing security: to have always been 
well-off probably suggested that one would 
always be well-off. the future would look 
comfortingly like the past. amusingly, david 
cameron is often described as “upper- 
middle-class”, but the originary arithmetic 
doesn’t lie. his father went to eton, as did his 
grandfather. and on his mother’s perhaps 
fancier side, his grandfather went to eton, his 
great-grandfather also went there, and  
his great-great-grandfather, and actually his 
great-great-great-grandfather, too … i think we 
can bump him out of the middle classes.

getting the hang of this place entailed 
subterfuge, vigilance, mimicry — a stealthy 
adventure i often enjoyed. the accent 
obviously had to be improved, and any 
lingering durham commonness rubbed out. 
my father would have to be promoted from 
senior lecturer to professor, and my mother’s 
job mystified out of existence. my parents’ 
shameful first names, dennis and sheila 
(furry dice hanging in a ford cortina), could 
obviously never be uttered. thank god my 
brother was called angus — a bit scottish 
maybe, but weren’t there plenty of posh 
scots? that my parents were teetotal 
christians was also unutterable. i would need 
better clothes; how could i get cheap shoes 
that looked expensive?

this labour of inclusion, like some journey 
of immigration, was a matter of working out 
hints and barely visible laws, fitting in quietly 
without drawing attention to oneself. the task 
mainly involved studying networks. how did 
everything connect? surely it did in some 
way? certain areas of london, certain prep 

schools, london shops (harrods, for some 
reason, was considered a bit “common”, while 
harvey nichols was not), certain sports, 
clothes, even brands of aftershave: they all 
signified. there were “distinguished” 
surnames everywhere, and one had to catch 
up with a celebrity that everyone else had 
already divined: fiennes, bingham (lord 
lucan’s son), Vestey, Wellesley, sainsbury. 
there were copious numbers of double-
barrelled names: fearnley-Whittingstall, 
austen-leigh, scrase-dickins, the delicious 
money-coutts. (money counts?) there was 
even a triple-barrelled name: edward 
Packe-drury-lowe — inherently absurd 
because of the prospect of infinite fission:  
if triple, why not quadruple or quintuple?  
one of the boys in my house had the surname 
christie. his father owned glyndebourne. 
“christie” meant something to me, so i 
assumed he was related to the auctioneers. 
glyndebourne meant nothing to me, but my 
parents explained what it was. so: these were 
“the christies who owned glyndebourne”, 
and perhaps only mildly related to the more 
famous christies who auctioned things? 
families had major and minor branches 
— and even the minor branches were major.

of course there were subgroups and 
cliques. the largest faultline, really, was 
intelligence. the boys whose fathers and 
grandfathers had been to eton, who inherited 
the school like an old watch or a family farm, 
didn’t have to use their brains, even if they 
had them. those who had arrived more 
precipitously at this grand place — via 
academic or music scholarships, pushy 

middle-class parents, raw social experiments 
of one kind or another — had to live on their 
wits. King’s scholars, who had won their 
scholarships by competitive exam, were set 
apart, herded into their own house and 
sartorially marked off with short black gowns, 
giving their closed world the aspect of a 
curious social laboratory. i always felt a bit 
sorry for my brother when i caught sight of 
him running towards lessons, clutching his 
“Ks” gown to his sides like a bird holding in its 
wings, a clever animal in an alien habitat.

by and large, these scholars were middle-
class or upper-middle-class, the children of 
academics, doctors, self-made businessmen. 
if they were posh, they were interestingly so, 
like the brilliant mathematician and future 
fields medallist timothy gowers, whose 
father was a composer and whose great-
great-grandfather had been a famous 
neurologist. or they came from bohemian 
and eccentric families, like boris Johnson, 
perhaps with a hint of social arrivisme. 
Johnson, by the way, looked pretty much the 
same at 15 as he does at 55, and was a 
familiar sight as he charged his way around 
the college lanes. the bigfoot stoop 

oLD schooL ties above left: 15-year-old 
Boris Johnson about to begin a pillow fight, 
1979. right: fellow etonian David cameron in 
1984 — his final year at the school

Cameron, Johnson and rees-Mogg belong to the same world. 
a world of extreme wealth where there has never been decline
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(he was known as “the yeti”), the bumbling 
confidence, the skimmed-milk pallor, the 
berserk hair, the alarming air of imminent 
self-harm, which gave the impression that he 
had been freshly released from some 
protective institution: all was already in place.

in 1984 i couldn’t have predicted that 
politics in the early 21st century would be  
so contaminated by my schoolfellows. 
cameron became prime minister in 2010, 
and british life began to resemble a setup 
from a Johnny english comedy — soon the 
prime minister, the mayor of london and  
the archbishop of canterbury were all old 
etonians. (simon can’t possibly be the  
double agent, rowan atkinson says in 
Johnny english reborn, because “simon 
went to eton” — a nice joke since dominic 
West, the actor playing simon, also  
went to eton.)

and there are so many involved in varying 
degrees of brexit: cameron, Johnson and 
rees-mogg; zac goldsmith and Jesse 
norman; alexander nix, the co-founder of 
cambridge analytica; nigel oakes, the 
founder of its sinister parent company, scl; 
Kwasi Kwarteng, the son of ghanaian 
immigrants and a King’s scholar at eton, who 
went on to cambridge and harvard and 
eventually became under-secretary of state 
at the department for exiting the european 

union. even the ranks of decency are 
stocked by old etonians: oliver letwin, rory 
stewart and hugo dixon, editor in chief of the 
useful anti-brexit website infacts. (i 
remember dixon, a King’s scholar: skinny, 
super-bright, otherworldly.)

near the end of our time at school, we were 
addressed by the headmaster (this is my 
memory, but it may have been some other 
senior member of staff). it was, i guess, an 
informal version of a commencement 
address, a send-off with valedictory ethics. 
the headmaster, a thoughtful scot, 
instructed us in how we should comport 
ourselves in the world. the etonian, he said, is 
one who can go into any room, mingle with 
any social group, be at ease and put others at 
their ease. (not a bad model for the aspirant 
politicians in the room.) the etonian is 
marked by his air of “effortless superiority”. 
the phrase was already commonplace at 
the school, appealed to and sometimes 
mocked. the headmaster, as i recall, 
invoked it in a cautionary spirit. he 
meant: you have been told that this is 
your strength, but don’t let it become 
your weakness. “effortless 

superiority” was the ethos, the ideal you 
aspired to: charmed confidence balanced by 
strategic noblesse oblige. if you aren’t forever 
performing your superiority but are elegantly 
obscuring it, you don’t alienate those many 
people who are suspicious of your privilege. 
We were told to be wary of misusing our 
superiority, but we were not told we didn’t 
have it. the instruction, even when well-
intentioned, depended on this modification 
— and so its perpetuation was guaranteed. 

these are the school memories i’ve been 
revisiting while the brexit madness has been 
escalating — a madness casually instituted, 
secretly engineered and noisily bolstered by a 
cabal of old etonians born between 1962 and 
1975, the year we joined the common market. 
“effortless superiority”, and the generations of 
entitlement that bred this relaxed mantra, 
may go some way towards explaining the 

peculiar lightness of being that 
characterised cameron’s conduct 
throughout: the decision to hold the 
referendum, the unpressed rhythm of 
the referendum campaign, and then his 
apparently easy abandonment of political 

responsibility as he hummed his way 
off the podium after issuing his 

resignation. it may go more of 
the way towards explaining 
boris Johnson’s astonishing 
ethical irresponsibility 
around language. at the 

end of march, in the week we were supposed 
to leave the eu, Johnson was in public 
conversation with charles moore, the old 
etonian former editor of the daily telegraph, 
and, well, you know how one old etonian gets 
in the presence of another. “this was the 
friday,” Johnson lamented, “when charles 
moore’s retainers were meant to be weaving 
through the moonlit lanes of sussex, half blind 
with scrumpy, singing brexit shanties at the 
tops of their voices and beating the 
hedgerows with staves.”

there are no fundamental political 
differences between cameron, Johnson and 
rees-mogg because they belong to the same 
world. a world of extreme wealth where there 
has never been any decline for them. they 
are secure, as their parents and grandparents 
and great-grandparents were before them. 
once that security may have come from land; 
now it comes from hedge funds and shipping 
fortunes and extracurricular salaries (“chicken 
feed”, Johnson said of the £250,000 a year 
he was paid to write a column). Whatever 
happens in the next 30 or 40 years, post-
brexit, isn’t going to affect them. Privilege is 
like an unwritten constitution: you can never 
lose what you never have to find n

James Wood is a staff writer and book critic 
for The New Yorker. This is an edited extract  
of an essay that first appeared in the London 
Review of Books; lrb.co.uk

We were told to be wary of misusing our superiority, but not 
told we didn’t have it — its perpetuation was guaranteed

pLaying the game top: 
Johnson (front row, centre) 
prepares to lead his team at 
the eton wall game, 1982. 
right: the writer James woodn
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