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At a Prep School, the Gloves Are Off 

By FERNANDA SANTOS
BY all accounts, Tatum T. Bass seemed like the quintessential Miss Porter’s girl. She was pretty, popular and athletic, running track for the school even before track became an official school sport. She had good grades and consistently made the honor roll.

Then, somewhere along the line, everything unraveled. By her own admission, she skipped classes and cheated on an art history test. And while the school cited those transgressions when it expelled Miss Bass in November, her side of the story is much darker: in a lawsuit against Miss Porter’s, Miss Bass says she was driven to a nervous breakdown by constant harassment from a secret society of girls who call themselves the Oprichniki, taking their nickname from a 16th-century Russian torture squad.

Although students are often expelled from elite boarding schools, seldom do they sue. And while neither she nor the school will discuss the case, her complaint offers a tantalizing window into a world that has been glamorized and vilified by everything from “The Official Preppy Handbook” to “Gossip Girl.” 

As two pictures emerge in this case, the question is: how much of this world really existed? Parts of Miss Bass’s story seem fairly straightforward. In the fall of 2005, she left her parents’ home for Farmington, Conn., and the bucolic campus of Miss Porter’s, an all-girls boarding school best known for its roster of illustrious graduates: Jacqueline Kennedy Onassis, Gloria Vanderbilt, Dorothy Walker Bush and many others.

Her first three years passed uneventfully, and senior year began with promise. She was elected to the student government, which is called the Nova Nine. Her role was to organize the school’s social gatherings — trips to the mall, apple picking in the fall, dances with boys’ schools, the prom.

“I thought she was a bubbly person, a really nice person,” said Elizabeth Bohinc, 20, who played lacrosse for Miss Porter’s and met Miss Bass at the school’s athletic office, while they were both nursing injuries. “To me, she was the kind of girl who would easily be part of the Miss Porter’s family.”

BUT early in her senior year, Miss Bass says she was made to feel like a pariah. According to her lawsuit, the trouble started when she proposed that the senior prom — which was traditionally just for Miss Porter’s students — be expanded to other schools including some of the area’s boys’ schools.

After that, “girls teased and taunted me through text messages, on Facebook and in person about being stupid and threatened to boycott our prom because of me,” Miss Bass said in an affidavit dated Nov. 24. 

According to her account, at the forefront was the Oprichniki (pronounced oh-PRITCH-nee-key), whose members taunted Miss Bass and called her “retarded” because she suffers from attention deficit disorder. Her pleas for help from school administrators were largely rebuffed, the lawsuit says.

It was this systematic abuse that prompted her to miss classes and cheat on the test, Miss Bass says in her lawsuit. On Nov. 11, after she had left her dormitory for a hotel, “Tatum and her parents returned to her dorm room to collect some belongings and found that Tatum’s things had been thrown on the floor, pushed into a corner, and a ‘for rent’ sign had been placed on her bed,” the lawsuit says. 

At Miss Porter’s, the prom does not traditionally involve other schools, but alumnae interviewed for this article said they could not see why Miss Bass’s proposal would lead to the type of extreme teasing she describes.

Peter Upham, executive director of the Association of Boarding Schools in Asheville, N.C., which represents 290 schools (including Miss Porter’s), said it was very rare for students to sue, largely because expulsions don’t happen casually or without good cause.

“Most parents are very gracious when they get that call from the headmaster saying, ‘We’re going to have to send Lucy home,’ ” Mr. Upham said. “A large number of them are pretty disappointed, and there are some who occasionally get angry and issue threats, but it’s only a very small fraction that pursues legal action.”

Of the lawsuits that are filed, few tend to go to trial, said Laurence E. Hardoon, a Boston lawyer who has represented several students who sued boarding schools. (His firm’s Web site says he helped secure “a substantial financial settlement” against the Groton School for a boy who sued in 2001, alleging sexual abuse by classmates.)

“When push comes to shove, even if the schools try to intimidate you and poke holes in your case, they don’t want to risk the bad publicity of having their reputation smeared in a courtroom,” Mr. Hardoon said.

On Thursday, Miss Bass and her parents amended the lawsuit they had filed in federal court in New Haven, Conn., placing blame more squarely on Katherine Windsor, the head of Miss Porter’s, who took over just before Miss Bass’s senior year. No one — not Miss Bass or her parents, not her lawyers, nor Ms. Windsor, who is also a defendant — would comment for this article. 

Interviews with numerous Miss Porter’s alumnae and former teachers paint a very different portrait of the school. Loyal graduates describe lifelong friendships and cherished memories nurtured at Miss Porter’s, symbolized by their attachment to the school ring. Students wear their rings with the M.P.S. initials facing out, to represent their openness to capturing every experience lived at school; alumnae wear them with the initials facing in, as if to trap those experiences.

“When you go there, you know everybody’s names, where they’re from and what their interests are,” said Tara Grey Ventura, 34, who graduated in 1992.

Like most boarding schools, Miss Porter’s has its lingo and idiosyncrasies. A freshman is a “new girl.” A senior is an “old girl.” An alumna is an “ancient.” The senior class president is known as the head of school. Rituals dating back over a century — and which are known as “the traditions” — are alive and well.

“Of course a lot of people think it’s an elitist, snobby place, where the students walk around in white gloves, balancing books on their heads,” said Jessa Saidel, 23, who graduated in 2003. “You can try, but you’ll never understand what it’s like to go to that school unless you go there.”

The school pairs each new girl with an old girl, who will often call or write over the summer and then wait on the front porch of the newcomer’s dorm to welcome her to campus. Becky Wisdom, who graduated in 1991, recalled that her old girl gave her M&M’s on her first day and left her a note wishing that she made a lot of new friends. 

“Funny that I still remember it,” Ms. Wisdom, 35, said in a recent interview. “It was definitely a warm and memorable start.”

New girls soon learn the traditions, some of which sound archaic: picking daisies for your old girl, cooking her breakfast, singing school songs in the yard. Others are downright odd: new girls must memorize four phrases in German (like “I love my old girl”) and recite them in front of the whole school; sometimes girls are awakened in the middle of the night and asked to count to 100.

“The traditions aren’t really sinister,” said Sarah Hart Hansen, a 1974 graduate. “Maybe there’s nervousness in the beginning, but it’s a bonding moment.”

A group of students called Keepers of Tradition, which is sanctioned by the school, is charged with helping carry out these rituals, which lead up to a ceremony where new girls receive their Miss Porter’s rings.

Miss Bass wore her Miss Porter’s ring day in and day out, according to a girl who knew her and was interviewed recently at a Starbucks near the campus. 

In the lawsuit, Miss Bass places the blame for the harassment she says she suffered on the Oprichniki, which she says is another name for the Keepers of Tradition. But school officials say that the Oprichniki no longer exists and was never the same thing as the Keepers. Former students said in interviews that the officials are right. 

Amos M. Nevin, who graduated in 1990, was among the girls who gave the Oprichniki its name. “We learned about the 16th-century Russian Oprichniki in A.P. European history,” she said. 

“At the time, as precocious teenagers, it seemed like a clever idea to name ourselves” that way, Ms. Nevin explained. The name, she added, was “underground and cryptic.”

The Oprichniki was usually made up of 10 students, many of them daughters and sisters of Miss Porter’s alumnae, who rallied together during traditions to “instill excitement about the secret date of the cherished ring ceremony,” Ms. Nevin said. 

IT is unclear what led Miss Bass to single out the Oprichniki in the court papers, if the clique is not around anymore. In message boards and interviews, a few former students speculated whether the Oprichniki mentality lives on or if the name might still be used informally by girls who are strict about school traditions, including the practice of holding a Miss-Porter’s-only prom.

“The fact that this lawsuit is happening, it’s very sad,” said Ms. Bohinc, the former lacrosse player, who is now a student at New York University. “It burned a lot of bridges for Tatum. And the thing I don’t understand is that I know that the faculty there, that the counselors, are extremely helpful. If she was having problems, they would have bent over backwards to help her.” 

Whatever did happen, Miss Bass is asking to be granted a Miss Porter’s degree based on work she has already completed. According to the new complaint, she is now attending a private high school in South Carolina and has been accepted by two unnamed colleges. Her sole choice for early admission was Vanderbilt University, which had been told of her suspension, which preceded her expulsion.

Mr. Hardoon, the lawyer, observed that these situations are never happy. Students like Miss Bass, he said, are typically “hurt, they’re somewhat damaged, and they lose precious time of the critical development that occurs during these high school years.”
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