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To Doris Wallace Harwood – a remarkable mother


The Silent Twins
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INTRODUCTION

As I looked out of the window

There I saw the bird sitting alone.

His feathers ruffled in the snow,

His beak firmly closed to the world.

Just like I was, but who was to know.

June Gibbons

HAVERFORDWEST IS AN uninspired little town with spiky outlines, its houses stuck to the hills like the crusted spines of an ancient reptile. Set at the western tip of the Pembroke peninsula, the capital of West Wales, it embodies centuries of spiritless days of cloud and rain. Old streets and new housing estates merge effortlessly in the overall grey. The inhabitants too seem to have taken the weather into their souls, speaking in a soft squelching brogue and keeping their inner selves tightly shut against the elements. At the top of a hill, set between the abandoned racecourse and town, there is one of these postwar housing estates – nondescript terraces of two- to four-bedroom houses built for the families of ‘other ranks’ from the nearby RAF base at Brawdy. Although the grime on the pebbledash bears witness to many years of living, the estate retains the look of temporary dwellings. Almost every garden has remained a solid patch of green. Few trees have been planted, and fewer flowers.

In number 35 Furzy Park, the end house of one of the terraces, lived the Gibbons family, then the only black family on the estate. Aubrey Gibbons, a handsome man with considerable charm and a desire to please, worked as an assistant air-traffic controller at the base. Since leaving Barbados twenty years previously, he had built a safe, if not meteoric career with the RAF. His wife, Gloria, four years his senior, had brought up their five children, following her husband round a succession of RAF stations. They were a close, respectable family, pleasant to talk to but reluctant to mix with their neighbours. The children were all polite and well-behaved. There was nothing remarkable about the Gibbonses; they went about their daily business disturbing no one. Nothing remarkable – except, of course, the twins.

June and Jennifer were identical twins (although Gloria had always believed otherwise). They were pretty and petite, with unusually fine features. They spent most of their time together in their bedroom above the living room, playing with dolls, even at the age of sixteen, chatting to one another and listening to the radio or tapes of pop music. Occasionally, they would put on some make-up, style their hair and stroll into the town. They would collect their unemployment benefit and return with books of stamps, pens, note pads and exercise books. Every day the postman would deliver to Misses J. and J. Gibbons a dozen or so letters, large brown envelopes and Jiffy bags. Gloria would collect them at the door, a look of increasing bewilderment on her face. What were her twin daughters up to?

Ever since they had left school, with only one CSE each to their credit, they had shut themselves away in their bunk bedroom, never coming down to meals, never even smiling at other members of the family or acknowledging their presence in the house. The girls were deeply attached to their family, and demonstrated it in dozens of small indirect ways, but they could rarely express it openly. At times there was so little contact, and they were so much engrossed with their own secret affairs, they were more like enemy soldiers billeted with the family. Day after day Gloria would find them either lying in their nightclothes on their beds or tapping industriously at the two typewriters they had asked her to buy from a mail-order catalogue. One day, as she delivered the post outside their locked bedroom door, Gloria’s curiosity got the better of her. She opened a packet and, lifting out a thick yellow pamphlet, looked at the title: ‘The Art of Conversation’. Close to tears, she read the words as though unwilling or unable to believe what was in front of her. For since they were small children June and Jennifer had refused to talk to anyone: to Aubrey, to their older brother and sister, even to her. Gloria thought back over the years of disappointment and worry. ‘Oh, Twinnies,’ she said. ‘You really are trying now.’

I first heard of the silent twins in April 1982 when I was working as a writer for the Sunday Times and reported on their trial on charges of arson and theft. It was an extraordinary occasion. The twins, tiny and vulnerable, said not a word apart from a few grunts which the court interpreted as pleas of guilty. The unemotional legal pantomime went on around them without touching them. A doctor gave evidence; the lawyers made their submissions; the judge pronounced sentence. It seemed simple, unthreatening, but the calm tones of authority sentenced the frightened children to be detained in Broadmoor special hospital for an indefinite period.

It was partly the shock of the sentence that made me visit the twins’ parents to investigate their story. But there was nothing much to say until Aubrey asked if I would like to see the twins’ room. He opened the door to reveal a small room full of black plastic dustbin bags piled on the bunk beds, scattered over the floor, dumped on every piece of furniture. Aubrey opened a bag full of writings and drawings. ‘The police took them and we’ve just got them back,’ he explained. It was an extraordinary collection of diaries, typed manuscripts of stories, novels and poems, illustrated strips and books of drawings. Aubrey allowed me to load the black bags into the back of my car and I carried the treasure trove back to London.

There, I discovered from the diaries that at seventeen June and Jennifer had pooled their unemployment benefit to pay £700 towards the cost of printing June’s first novel, ‘Pepsi-Cola Addict’. Since then she had written dozens of short stories and poems and started three new novels. Jennifer had written three short novels and dozens of essays. Their stories were primitive in style, but full of energy and sensitivity.

Some time later I had a telephone call from Dr Le Couteur, a consultant psychiatrist at Broadmoor, who had read my article on the twins and asked for my assistance in trying to get them writing again. If I could stimulate their creative talents, he thought, they might start to communicate with people around them. Apprehensively, I agreed to visit them. I arrived at Crowthorne station, derelict and overgrown with graffiti, and made my way up the hill to Broadmoor special hospital. The forty-foot brick walls spill over the hilltop, like a fortified town designed not to keep invaders out, but the inhabitants in. This is Britain’s most notorious maximum security hospital. Inside there are exercise yards, prefabricated huts, substantial ward blocks, boiler houses, and crumbling ‘villas’ with iron-railed balconies and barred windows. Even the landscaped garden and vegetable plots are segregated by imposing walls, like terraces on the hillside. Everywhere there are locks and the noise of keys jangling on the belts of nurses. Rapists, child molesters, poisoners, stranglers, arsonists, and mass murderers are among the 500 inhabitants. I signed the visitors’ book for the female wing and was promptly reprimanded for having dared to turn back a page to squint at the names of previous visitors.

Chastened, I queued as instructed with a handful of other visitors. A tiny man was shouting hysterically at the entry desk, demanding to see his wife. He was told she was unable to see him. He was desperately explaining to the nurse at the door that he had been travelling the whole day to see her. The nurse said it was impossible. The argument was still raging when a woman in blue nurse’s uniform unlocked a gate and ushered our straggly group into a visiting room. A dozen or so card tables were set out with two canvas chairs at each. The only decoration was a show case of soft teddy bears with pastel pink and blue bows, cuddly rabbits, koala bears with surprised, round eyes and a few rag dolls in smocks and bonnets – an ironic display of innocence made by the hands of the country’s most violent men and women.

‘June Gibbons,’ another officer announced. I looked up. Two nurses were supporting the rigid figure of a girl, as though she were a coffin propped against their shoulders. The girl did not move. Her eyes were downcast, her arms hanging heavily on either side. Her face held no expression, as though all life had gone from it. She was sat down at the table in front of me. A few feet away the nurses pulled out chairs to monitor our ‘conversation’.

There wasn’t much to overhear. For the first quarter of an hour I began to believe that June was unable to register anything I was saying. I talked on regardless, feeling more and more self-conscious. Since arriving in Broadmoor a month ago, June had not spoken to nurses, the doctors, the speech therapist or other inmates. She would talk only to her twin sister Jennifer, who had been separated from her, placed in a separate block and was undergoing ‘intensive care’.

On this occasion, sitting across the bleak little table from the lifeless June, any contact seemed hopeless. But gradually, as I talked about her writing, I could see June’s eyes flickering and her mouth edging into something resembling a smile. But her words were torn whispers, her whole being was strung between a desperate need to speak and some destructive internal command which forbade her such freedom. She would start to tell me something, then suddenly gag as though an invisible presence had put its hands around her throat. Who or what could hold such power over a human being, to compel her to lifelong silence and immobility? What inner force gave her the strength to reject everything and everyone offering help or affection? What had happened to allow a potentially attractive young girl to waste her youth, not just behind the walls of a prison hospital but behind her own private defences? For one moment, as her escorts came forward to take her away, June looked at me, half pleading and half amused at the indignity of her exit, and briefly I saw her clever, observant eyes and ironic smile. I felt like a detective on the trail of a murder story. Only in this case the ‘body’ was still alive and the murderer some person or power in her mind.

I was escorted across a tarmac court to the block then known as Lancaster House to see Jennifer. Lancaster House I is the female ‘intensive care’ unit for patients who have failed to co-operate or cannot be controlled on more open wards. The lower cells are bare with only mattresses on the floor, their doors often locked. Jennifer had attacked a nurse who had intercepted a letter for her twin sister, June. She was now under observation. Two sets of doors were unlocked and locked behind us and I was shown to a small room which was used for visitors, since those in intensive care are not allowed into the main block.

Jennifer was escorted by two nurses twice her size. She sat at the table opposite me. The nurses settled down close by to watch and listen. I brought out my briefcase with the brochures on the writing course I was showing her. Jennifer was interested. At first, she did not speak but made abrupt little noises and glanced meaningfully at the nurses. I took out paper and pencil and we conducted our conversation in writing. Then she began to talk. Her main concern, she told me, was that she had been separated from her twin and was desperate to be with her again.

With each visit, Jennifer and June gained confidence in me. They gradually thawed in the excitement of discussing their work and started to talk more freely. They spoke in anxious, staccato bursts like machineguns, which I gradually learned to interpret.

A friendship grew across the prison walls, cool and remote like that of cats, but with trust and respect on each side. They wrote to me and allowed me to have all their diaries – more than a million words of them. They were in prison exercise books, each page filled from cover to cover in the most minute handwriting I had seen, almost too small to be read with the naked eye. There was no space left on the page, just a dense mass of words, neatly and carefully formed, like tiny black stitches running in seams, four deep to the lines.

I examined the text more closely and gradually made out words, then lines, then paragraphs. Every sentence was written in such a compelling way that it was impossible not to finish reading an entry once it was started. I was sucked into the minutiae of the twins’ daily routine, and absorbed by their thoughts, dreams, reflections and often startling imagery. When they felt cold and tired, so did I. My moods swung to their rhythms. So detailed and vivid are the descriptions, I was able to live through their experiences and understand something of their troubled minds. Gradually I was able to reconstruct the sad drama of their lives.

I have talked about the case to the twins’ parents and family, to their teachers, to the psychologists, psychiatrists and social workers who tried to help them, to the American boys who seduced them, to the police who arrested them and the lawyers who sought to defend them. I have spoken, too, to members of the staff at Pucklechurch remand centre, and the doctors and staff at Broadmoor. My interviews have demonstrated the impressive accuracy of the twins’ diaries, even to the most minute detail. Their reporting is impeccable and their judgements and interpretations sound. On several occasions where there was discrepancy between what I was told and the diaries, on further questioning my informant had to admit that the diaries were right and he or she was wrong. Because June and Jennifer proved so accurate on the parts of their saga I have been able to check with others, it seems likely the unchecked parts are no less accurate. I have therefore drawn heavily on them for the colour and detail in this book.

June and Jennifer emerge, through these diaries, as two human beings who love and hate each other with such intensity that they can neither live together nor apart. Like twin stars, they are caught in the gravitational field between them, doomed to spin round each other for ever. If they come too close or drift apart, both are destroyed. So the girls devised games and strategies and rules to maintain this equilibrium.

The mystery of the twins lies in these childhood games which they cannot relinquish without losing one twin or the other to the real world. Such games and rituals often embody sinister meanings which can lead the players into the darker side of life. There are penalties to be extracted, forfeits to be paid. Failure, punishment, even death await those who play too long.

This is the story of a mystic bondage by which the extremes of good and evil, which both June and Jennifer personify, have led to the possession of one twin by the other. It is about the waging of a silent war which neither could win: the struggle for individuality – the birthright for which Cain killed Abel, Jacob tricked Esau, the power struggle in which Romulus killed Remus.


1

HAPPY FAMILIES

Families are so tragic, full of moments of disaster . . . sometimes it’s about love, mostly about hate. So that’s why I could see the pretence, the pretence of a jigsaw family trying to think they fit into each other: that they’ve got all the correct pieces.

June Gibbons

JUNE ALISON GIBBONS arrived first in the world, a fact which came to haunt her as she grew older. Jennifer Lorraine Gibbons appeared just ten minutes later. It happened on 11th April 1963 at 8.10 am at Steamer Point, the RAF hospital in Aden. Their mother, Gloria Gibbons, was well pleased to have doubled her family at a single stroke: two sisters for Greta, aged seven, and four-year-old David. Of course, it was no real surprise. The doctors had picked up the entwined echoes of two babies two months ago when they had done an ultrasound scan. Gloria lay back and allowed the busy routine of the hospital to engulf her.

She remembered her childhood in Barbados; the arrival of the youngest of her five brothers and sisters. She thought of her mother, dear Betha, still very close, hurrying off to play the organ in the local church. Her father had been a bookkeeper at a sugar plantation, and then kept a grocery shop at St Philips. He was a strict Barbadian father, ambitious for his eldest daughter whom he wanted to become a teacher. He was determined she should not ‘mix with bad company’ and had sent her at the age of thirteen to a co-educational private school, the Industry High School.

Gloria was sensible and intuitive but not interested in academic subjects. She left school at eighteen, having failed her school certificate, and learned book-keeping and typing. At one stage she took a job as an infant teacher, but loathed it. Eventually, at twenty-two, she settled down into a job as telephonist at Seawell Airport, St Philips. There, two years later, she met the man of her dreams, handsome, debonair, nineteen-year-old Aubrey Gibbons.

Aubrey was the son of a carpenter, the eldest of six children. His home life was unhappy with his parents continually, violently quarrelling. But Aubrey was bright. He did well in primary school and learned to play the family piano, his father’s most significant possession. At the age of eleven he won a scholarship to Harrison College, an expensive school meticulously modelled on the best English examples. Aubrey stayed with his aunt at St Michael’s, close to the school, and soon proved himself a good scholar. He even had private lessons in Greek and Latin, and achieved good marks in Latin, chemistry, mathematics and modern languages. He was an all-rounder, keen on cricket, and at fifteen was playing the organ in the college chapel on Sundays. He eventually got school certificate in nine subjects.

But things at home were getting worse. The rows were interminable. His mother packed up and left home half a dozen times, but always she returned, miserable, defeated. Two of his brothers died. Then, when he was eighteen and set to take his higher school certificate, his mother died after giving birth to her seventh baby. Aubrey was desolate; guilty that he had been away, and filled with bitter hatred of his father, so deep that still, nearly forty years later, he will not write to or acknowledge him. All thoughts that he should fulfil his family’s dreams to become a doctor or lawyer evaporated. He left school. ‘I feel I failed,’ he now admits. ‘I was a disappointment for my family. I’m not what they wanted me to be.’

But at least he found a job quickly, as a meteorological assistant at Seawell Airport where he met Gloria. They were married on 8th December 1955. He was twenty-one and she was twenty-five. The following year Gloria had her first child, Frank, who died as a tiny baby. A year later Greta arrived, and nearly two years after that, David.

Advancement in the tiny meteorological section at Seawell was slow, almost infinitely so. It seemed quite well paid when he had started, but now with a wife and two children, Aubrey needed something better. After long deliberation he decided to cut free from the Caribbean and emigrate to England to join Gloria’s brother in Coventry. He arrived in January 1960, took the aptitude tests for the RAF and was accepted. Gloria and the children followed in July to start camp – following as Aubrey moved from base to base.

A service family’s life is never easy; harried by continual moving from one temporary home to another, making do with other people’s possessions, finding and losing friends at every move, suffocating in the social claustrophobia of a military base. For Gloria, it was that much more difficult because she was black and there were then few black families in the RAF.

It was different for Aubrey. Harrison College had taught him the ideals of the English gentleman. Now, as a member of the RAF, he set about showing he was as English as any of them, or more so. He enjoyed a drink and discussion with the boys. He played cricket for the base’s team. He wanted, needed, to be liked and accepted. But already Aubrey’s yearning for social respectability was having its effect on the family, which saw less and less of him. He involved himself very little with the children. Like many Barbadian men, he felt his contribution to family life began and ended with providing shelter. Everything else was up to Gloria.

She had a tough time, alone with two babies and two small children in a service apartment with few friends and little support. June, although the older, was the weaker of the twins and in the early months Jennifer outstripped her at all the milestones of development – sitting, crawling, walking. Even as babies, Gloria noticed, they wanted to do everything together. She breast-fed them for the first months and they exhausted her by their struggle to feed at the same time.

Just before Christmas 1963, Aubrey was posted to a base at Linton, on the river Ouse in Yorkshire. There, the twins grew into toddlers, charming their family, smiling and laughing. It was an easier time for Gloria with Greta and David both attending school. The twins were full of life and played happily together, deeply involved with one another, but they were late talking. By the time they were three years old they were only able to put together the simplest two- or three-word sentences and even the few words they knew were indistinct. But Gloria was not greatly worried. She knew that twins were often late talking, and in every other way they were healthy and happy.

In 1967 she became pregnant again, and in the following year her fifth child, Rosie, was born. June and Jennifer were at school now but still did not speak much. At the end of their first year the teacher wrote in her Service Children’s Report about June: ‘At first rather unsettled and inseparable from her twin sister. Has settled better since. Is a little more independent. If upset will cry for a long time. Will not talk to me. Talks to other children.’ A year later the report was a little better. ‘June is beginning to write but still lacks confidence to speak or read.’ The teacher added an observation which was to follow the twins’ progress throughout their schooling: they ‘tend to be too content to do very little. They show very little initiative or imagination.’ The school decided to send the girls for weekly speech therapy, but it does not seem to have helped. They brought home exercise books filled with sounds and words they were meant to practise, but never did. Gloria clung to her belief that they were just a little backward and would catch up in their own way. In any case, with five children to care for, there was little time for practising grunts and whistles. So by the time they were eight, although their school reports refer to them as reading fluently and writing, the twins were still not speaking. ‘Jennifer,’ says her report, ‘has no oral response, but writes diligently.’ June is ‘still silent and won’t converse. Both of them are very shy.’

This charitable explanation became the acceptable excuse for the twins’ odd behaviour. It followed them to their next school at Braunton, Devon, where they went when Aubrey was posted to RAF, Chivenor, in 1971. The twins, then eight and a half years old, found themselves in a new environment with no familiar faces, and little sympathy among their peers for children who did not speak properly and had black skin. They were laughed at in class and bullied and baited in the playground, thus forced to cling even more tightly to the safe world of each other, to strengthen the walls of their twinship and to withdraw behind them. They stopped trying to communicate with outsiders and, even within the family, became more isolated. Gloria and Aubrey would hear them chatter endlessly to one another and to their dolls, but could only make out an occasional word. It was as though they had deliberately distorted their speech into a secret code to prevent others from understanding it.

Private languages used by twins are not unknown. A French film director made a film about the secret language of a pair of twins in San Diego, California, in 1977. From early childhood, these twins had invented a ‘code’ which sounded so foreign that at first people thought they had developed a new language. Like the Gibbons twins, these two girls, who called themselves Poto and Cabengo, spoke rapidly in staccato bursts. By slowing down the tapes and analysing them word by word, their secret ‘language’ turned out to be ordinary English mixed with German (their family was bilingual), but spoken fast and with many repetitions and such altered stress on individual syllables that the words took on the opposite emphasis to normal. In the case of Poto and Cabengo, once their game was discovered and they were separated and placed in different schools, they abandoned their own language and spoke normally.

With June and Jennifer, there was no such easy outcome. Their lack of speech to outsiders and their high-speed ‘patois’ between themselves were only symptoms of the more serious conflict which soon dominated their lives. No one knows when it began, whether it started in infancy, or in their first school, or at Braunton, but by the time they were eleven the battle lines had been firmly drawn both against the outside world and internally, between twin and twin.

Aubrey was by now becoming concerned about the twins. They had never spoken to him or their older brother and sister, beyond a few monosyllabic replies. He would be reassured for a time by friends, family and teachers that it was just a matter of time and they would ‘grow out of their shyness’, but he was never really convinced and felt an expert should examine his twin daughters. He was worried, too, because there was to be another disruption in their lives. The Chivenor base was to be transferred to Haverfordwest in West Wales. Many of the servicemen were worried about the schooling of their children and, to reassure them, a deputation of Haverfordwest teachers and educationalists visited Braunton and talked to the parents. One of the speakers was Tim Thomas, the educational psychologist for Pembrokeshire. Aubrey Gibbons stayed behind after the talk and discussed the twins’ problems with Thomas, a likeable, caring man, then in his early thirties. He thought they should go to a normal school where they should be separated and that adolescence would resolve their problems. Aubrey was reassured and felt the girls would get any treatment they needed in their new school.

The Gibbonses gradually settled into their Welsh surroundings. Aubrey, by now a corporal, commuted each day to the base at Brawdy where he was working as an assistant air-traffic controller. Greta, who was seventeen and had two O levels, managed to get into Haverfordwest Technical College for a secretarial course. David and the twins went to Haverfordwest County Secondary School, along with fifty or sixty other ‘Brawdy people’ – the children of servicemen at the RAF station and the nearby US Navy base. Rosie went to the local primary school.

But tensions were rising at home. In Devon, when they were eight, the twins still used to reply, although laconically, to some of Gloria’s direct questions. ‘What did you do at school today, Twinnies?’ she would ask. ‘Nothing much,’ one or other would whisper, then bound away, giggling. In Haverfordwest that response would have seemed loquacious as the girls lowered their curtain of silence. They turned the Gibbons’ chatty family table into a Trappist refectory. Direct questions asked at mealtimes received no acknowledgement except an occasional nod. The twins took no part in family discussions but bowed their heads, eyes fixed on their plates, their faces without expression, tight and drawn in denial of the world around them. To Aubrey, Greta and David they would not utter even a syllable, but they did talk and play with Rosie, the baby of the family.

Aubrey had tried to teach the girls draughts, a game at which he was champion for the county of Pembroke. They seemed to enjoy it, but though they would laugh when someone made a mistake, still they did not speak. Aubrey was gradually becoming impatient with them; they were an intrusion on the family and a threat to his self-esteem. But rather than allow his anger to lash out, he withdrew from the silent civil war that was tearing his family apart, and spent more time away from home.

At school, the twins’ silence was noticed immediately. The headmistress, Beryl Davis, who prides herself on getting through to children, asked them to her office to get their names and ages for the school records. ‘They stood one behind the other, as in a queue,’ she recalls. ‘They would look at your chest, straight through you and would not answer. It was most unnerving. Then June would whisper a muffled reply. I thought that given a little time they would thaw out.’ But the twins remained frozen. No teacher or pupil ever heard them talk. They were never known to go to the lavatory, did not eat at school and were always together.

They had no friends, partly because of their different behaviour, and partly because they were the only black family in the school. ‘They were pretty little girls,’ remembers Michael John, one of the teachers at the school, ‘their hair in plaits, their skin glowing with cleanliness. They were dressed alike in the school uniform – grey pleated skirts, white shirt and navy tie. I asked one her name. She said nothing. One of the boys said: “She’s ignorant. She doesn’t speak to anyone.” But this sort of behaviour did not bring them favour with teachers or pupils. They were accused of ‘dumb insolence’ by teachers and bullied by the other children.

Because of the bullying, the twins were allowed to leave school five minutes early. ‘One day I was in with the school secretary, whose window looks out on the playground,’ says Cyril Davis, their headmaster, ‘and there were the twins doing a kind of goose-step, walking ten yards one behind the other, very slowly as though in some strange stately procession. “Do they always walk like that?” I asked the secretary. “Yes”, she said. I couldn’t believe it and jumped in my car to see how long they would keep it up. I followed them through the town, still doing their dead march, one following the other.’

The twins made only one friend, Diane Williams, an asthmatic, religious girl, the youngest of eight children of an ardent Pentecostal Christian family. Diane and the twins would go shopping and walking in the town on Saturdays, or occasionally they would go to the Williamses’ house in Baring-Gould Road for tea. ‘They were beautifully dressed, always clean and tidy,’ says Mrs Williams. ‘They were good little girls, too. But whenever I entered the room they would go quiet. They never spoke to me and if anyone came to the house they would disappear.’ They did speak to Diane. ‘They were quite normal to me,’ she recalls, ‘but I never saw them talk to their parents. Their speech was a bit fast and strange, but I soon got used to it and we chatted away. They weren’t happy. I felt sorry for them.’

Predictably, without speech, June and Jennifer did not do well at school. Both were put in the remedial band but in 1976 June was doing so well she was transferred to the B band where she came thirteenth in general English, third out of seventy-four in history and fourteenth out of seventy-two in geography. Her mathematics was very poor. Jennifer was less successful and remained in the remedial form close to the bottom of the class. The school operated a scheme for assessing the children’s social abilities in which each teacher gave a rating for certain personal qualities. June emerged as the more balanced and likeable as well as the more intelligent twin, but was found ‘sadly lacking in self-confidence and sociability’. Jennifer was rated low in co-operation but had one surprising quality, noted by all the teachers – leadership.

The staff were driven to distraction by the twins’ behaviour, their lack of speech, their failure to react. When attacked they would stand facing one another, one arm on the other’s shoulder, huddled together to protect and give strength to one another. ‘They were like bits of straw in the eddies of a stream,’ says Michael John, ‘you’d find them huddled together in back corners out of the flow of life. They were always apart from everyone else, trying to be invisible, yet they attracted attention in a way I disliked. I’ve had 6,000 children go through my hands in thirty years and I’ve encountered only four I felt were evil. One was a boy who raped the daughter of a best friend, another eventually shot a boy, a third was found guilty of rape and assault. The fourth was Jennifer. I felt that June should not be allowed to mix with her or come under her influence. The bad one would not have been so bad had she not been able to draw strength from her twin, and the other would have been normal.’

Whatever the views of individual teachers, the extraordinary thing is that the school took no action. ‘They never stepped out of line,’ says Cyril Davis, the headmaster. ‘They never broke any rules and we had no disciplinary problems.’ Nor had the school been alerted by reports or a follow-up from Tim Thomas, the educational psychologist whom Aubrey had spoken to in Braunton. Davis claims that after two years of getting no human response from the twins the staff were desperate and he summoned the parents. Gloria defended her twins with the usual argument: ‘They’re just a little shy.’ Davis claims that he got no hint from Gloria that the twins did not speak at home and assumed they behaved normally there. ‘The parents couldn’t account for the twins’ silence in school,’ he says. ‘Their attitude was “What does it matter if they’re learning OK?”’

There the matter might have rested had it not been for a perceptive school medical officer, Dr John Rees, who visited the school for routine tuberculosis vaccinations. June and Jennifer queued up with the other children, moving carefully, anxious not to do anything which might draw attention to themselves.

‘It’s a bit like a cattle market, hundreds of kids, shuffling past you. “Does it hurt, doctor?” Giggles. Reactions of all kinds. I remember the day I first came across the Gibbonses,’ recalls John Rees. ‘There were these white arms and suddenly there was a black one. That was unusual. There were very few coloured people in that part of the country. I grasped the arm in my usual friendly fashion, with one hand, needle in the other, and was about to make my usual jolly quip when I looked up and saw the child staring straight ahead of her.’ The quip died on his lips. He gave her the vaccination but even as he did, detected no response. ‘It was not like the casualties I had seen in the army, not like anything I had experienced in my life before. There was nothing there. The word “zombie” came to me then and does now. The little negress looked through me as though she were in a trance.’ Two or three down the line, he saw another black arm. He looked up and there was the same impassive face, the same trancelike stare. His usual ebullience could not cope with the degree of unease with which the twins filled him.

Dr Rees was so disturbed by the sensation of their ‘dead’ arms he asked for an appointment with Cyril Davis, the headmaster. ‘He had about 1500 children at the school and didn’t seem to have much information on the twins,’ says Rees. ‘At least, not the kind of information I was interested in. He told me they were a “funny pair” and didn’t communicate much and didn’t talk to the teachers. They hadn’t been referred to the school welfare officer because they were well behaved and kept themselves to themselves. I recall the headmaster said they were doing the work all right. I asked permission to see the parents and my office made an appointment with them.’

Rees drove to Furzy Park and was pleasantly surprised by the interview. He found Aubrey and Gloria both intelligent and helpful. They both spoke well and took equal part in the discussion. They told him the twins seldom spoke but would come in from school and rush up to their bedroom where they would ‘twitter away’ in a language so fast that Gloria could not understand. What surprised him was how such otherwise perceptive parents were not ‘unduly worried’ by their daughters. Later he heard that West Indian families expect strange behaviour in twins, and he thought their lack of concern was probably cultural. He asked their permission to refer the twins to Dr Evan Davies. ‘I passed that particular buck on to him,’ says Rees. He wrote to Davies:


The present home situation is that the twins mix very little with the family except at meals, preferring to go together to their bedroom where they will read and play. Very occasionally they will visit friends’ houses, but not to parties, and one girl of their age will visit them in their home now and again. When the girls talk to each other the parents can only recognize the occasional word, but can make no sense of the conversation. On returning home from school they volunteer nothing, but will answer questions more or less intelligibly.



Gloria had clearly not been able to tell Dr Rees the full extent of the girls’ speechlessness. But she did admit that, after discussing the problem with their local GP, Dr James Bowen, he had examined them and suggested they might be tongue-tied. Tongue-tie is a congenital defect in which the tissue which connects the tongue to the base of the mouth is ‘overgrown’, making full movement and control of the tongue difficult and hence causing speech defects. Relatively minor surgery can cut away excess tissue, giving the tongue more freedom of movement. Certainly, the twins were somewhat tongue-tied, since they could not protrude their tongues beyond their lips. Dr Bowen had referred them to the surgical outpatients’ department at the Withybush hospital in Haverfordwest in May 1976, six months before Dr Rees became involved, but nothing had yet been done.

The idea of a physical cause for the twins’ behaviour was a comfort for Gloria and Aubrey and much less threatening than the alternative hypothesis that they had simply decided not to talk. But John Rees noted: ‘Both babies were breast fed without difficulty, which would tend to preclude any tongue-tie sufficient to seriously interfere with speech.’

Rees sent his observations on the twins to Dr Evan Davies, Consultant Child Psychiatrist for Dyfed, who invited the family along to his clinic at the County Health Office, Haverfordwest. Dr Davies is a reticent Welshman, well qualified and innately cautious. He was born in 1933, trained as a doctor at the Welsh National Medical School in Cardiff, was swept into the army for his national service and then took up psychiatry. In 1966 he had become consultant child psychiatrist in Haverfordwest with responsibility for 56,000 children in the area.

Dr Davies knew the problems of elective mutism for he saw a case perhaps every two years, and he was not keen to become involved. Elective mutism is a rare condition where a person chooses not to speak, although physically able to do so. It usually occurs in only children of overprotective mothers, or can follow emotional trauma, often only for a short period. Although twins are late in talking, there are only a handful of recorded cases of elective mutism in twins.

It was late November 1976 when Gloria, June and Jennifer Gibbons, muffled in winter clothes, arrived at the clinic to play out their charade with Dr Davies. It took some time for them to remove their coats and settle down. The girls appeared to move only if he turned his back or left the room. He could hear the rapid shuffling which ceased the moment he turned round to find them with demure expressions and downcast eyes. He did not intend to be drawn into this odd little game they were willing on him, so he carefully avoided turning away from them. He ran through the girls’ history, asking the appropriate questions. Not a flicker of interest or understanding crossed the girls’ faces. There was no communication.

Embarrassed by the silence and eager to plead for her daughters, Gloria answered all the questions in a crescendo of detail, swamping Davies so that he could elicit nothing from the twins, and could not even be sure they could speak fluently when not overheard, as their mother claimed. Davies described the interview in a letter to Rees:


While I was unable to engage them in any verbal exchange, they did reply to questions with an almost imperceptible nod. With some encouragement they drew for me and Jennifer appears to have a degree of artistic talent. Although June was the smaller twin, she appears to be the dominant member and usually initiates activities.



Evan Davies seems to have got it wrong. Every other observer of the twins regards Jennifer as the leader. ‘The trouble was I could never tell them apart,’ Davies now admits. ‘I had the feeling I was being presented with a difficulty partly because they were unlike children I had ever seen. I attributed my failure to the cultural gap.’

Davies was sure the Gibbons twins were elective mutes and that they probably had a speech impediment that prevented them from speaking fluently and that had triggered their mutism. The case, he recognized, would be even more difficult than the usual elective mutism because the twins would get strength from one another. ‘Treatment under these circumstances,’ he wrote to Rees, ‘presents a considerable challenge which I am reluctant to accept.’ Instead, he referred the case to Miss Ann Treharne, chief speech therapist at Haverfordwest.

Up to this point nobody was absolutely sure whether the twins were physically incapable of speaking or were, as both Dr Rees and Dr Davies believed, perfectly capable of speech (although probably with some impediment) but simply chose for psychological reasons not to use it. It had been fairly clearly established they spoke a little before they reached school age. They did not speak to their father or elder brother, and they had not been heard to speak at school. Gloria maintained they spoke to her when she was alone and to little Rosie, but she was so forceful in their defence, she was not altogether credible. Now a professional speech therapist would be able to assess their condition.

Ann Treharne is attached to Withybush hospital and is something of an expert on elective mutes since she had treated six or seven children before she met the twins, almost all of them from the Haverfordwest area. She had come across one or two cases in India and Canada, particularly one little boy with whom she developed a method of communicating by tape.

June and Jennifer started treatment in February 1977. Their underlying speech problem was difficult to diagnose because it was almost impossible to get them to talk. Ann Treharne had decided to try the ‘talk on tape’ she had used before, leaving the twins alone in the room with a tape recorder. Somehow the replaying of a tape did not make the mute child so afraid of being ‘overheard’. The twins did not volunteer any conversation even through this method, but they did occasionally give monosyllabic replies to direct questions such as ‘What does your father do?’ or ‘Where do you live?’ and, much to Ann Treharne’s surprise, were willing, even eager to read out poems or passages from a book. ‘They read very rapidly with what we call “palatal fricatives”, that is instead of the sound “sss” they would say “sh”, making the speech rather thick,’ she explains. ‘It was too fast and “cluttered”, but there was nothing much wrong. There was no stammer. Understanding what they said was more difficult because of their West Indian accent.’

The twins never spoke to Ann Treharne face to face. ‘I might get a “yes” or “no” or “thank you” out of June. Nothing from Jennifer. There was a sort of game going on. I could see June dying to tell me things. Then something would happen. Jennifer was stopping June. She never moved. I watched and could barely detect the slightest eye movement, but I know she was stopping June. It was strange. Like extrasensory perception. She sat there with an expressionless gaze, but I felt her power. She made all the decisions. The thought entered my mind that June was possessed by her twin.’

Within a few weeks of starting speech therapy, during March 1977, the twins were called to the Withybush hospital for their tongue-tie or frenulum linguae operation. Neither Dr Rees nor Ann Treharne regarded it as necessary, but the surgeon, Peter Wilson, felt certain it would help. ‘When I went to see them afterwards at home,’ says Ann Treharne, ‘they sat there huddled together and miserable. I don’t think anyone had warned them it would hurt their mouths. It improved their speech a very little, but I felt they were very resentful of the operation.’

By now the lumbering educational bureaucracy was moving. The school had been alerted by Dr Rees. Dr Evan Davies had seen the children for himself. Tim Thomas, the educational psychologist who had advised that the twins stay at a normal school, now became involved. It was decided the twins should be transferred from the secondary modern school to the Eastgate Centre for Special Education in Pembroke, eight miles away. Cathy Arthur, the teacher who would be looking after them, went to tell the Gibbonses. Aubrey was delighted his daughters were at last getting professional attention, and Gloria, although a little suspicious, was happy to let them go.

The girls visited the Eastgate centre to see whether they would like it. Evan Davies remembers seeing them there sitting side by side on a settee drinking tea. They would cross their legs and lift up the teacup to their mouths in perfect synchrony. ‘That’s my most vivid memory of them,’ he says. ‘You have to have tremendous rapport to anticipate that exact timing. I thought there must be some intuitive link that enabled them to do it. Mind you, they did it very slowly. If the tempo had been faster it would have been much more difficult. I think it may have been the desire not to be the initiator of any movement that made them do everything so slowly.’
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