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Ask Professor Tanya Byron
Our controlling son-in-law has turned
our daughter against us

N

My daughter lives in
financial distress most
of the time with a
man who has been
able to feign longterm sickness more
than he has worked over the decade
that she has been married to him. In
that time she has had four children,
but physically and emotionally she
has become exhausted.
Unfortunately, my constant advice
to her and criticisms of her husband
have put a wedge between us, but she
has refused to see his lying and
deceitfulness and controlling ways.
The last straw was his decision to
home-school my grandchildren,
allowing him to keep complete
control over their lives and further
my daughter’s need to have him at
home to help her.
My daughter and her husband
were deemed special-needs pupils at
school and struggled with their
education. That fact, plus several
others, made my husband and Ime
certain that they could not possibly
give the children a decent education
at home or the social skills they
needed to cope in the wider world.
Neighbours have complained about
his out-of-control methods with the
children — shouting, yanking hair.
We thought we must advocate
for our grandchildren, but when
we sat down with their parents for
a calm but questioning discussion
about home-schooling they felt
attacked. Soon after this
confrontation the parents turned our
lovely grandchildren against us,
which is so sad — they were always
so thrilled to visit us. My daughter
said they felt uncomfortable to leave
them alone with us now because we
drilled the children in academic
matters, forcing them to try to read.
That is so untrue and it’s alarming
that they have brainwashed the
children to believe this. My daughter
insisted that from now on we could
only see them with her and her
husband present.
At that point I told her that for the
children’s emotional safety we were
finished with trying to have normal
happy visits, fearing that every time
they returned home the parents
would upset and confuse them more.
Was I right to do so? I miss my
daughter and my grandchildren,
as does my husband. We worry
about them.
Kitty
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You clearly have a
number of concerns,
not just for your
daughter, but also for
your grandchildren.
Indeed, you outline
a number of significant concerns:
for your daughter, who is in a
relationship with a man you describe
as “controlling” and who is under
physical, emotional and financial
stresses; and for the children’s safety,
wellbeing and education. These issues
require careful thought and perhaps,
as appropriate, for you to take

decisive action regardless of what your
daughter and son-in-law think.
I think the first issue to consider is
your relationship with your daughter.
If she is as vulnerable as you perceive
her to be, she will require your
supportive presence. Therefore, I am
curious why your approach has been,
as you describe it, to give “constant
advice and criticisms of her husband”.
This may have added to her stress,
made her feel defensive and resulted
in what you are now experiencing:
increasing estrangement from her and
your grandchildren.
It is understandable that you would
have plenty to say about a son-in-law
whom you perceive as lazy and
controlling, but strategically (in terms
of how you support your daughter
and enable her to manage a very
stressful set-up) that may not be the
right approach. Indeed, you may
worry that she is so under the control
of her partner that your anxiety
compels you to push your opinions
home. But, given that she is with a
man who may have a level of coercive
control over her, I don’t think your
overt criticism will do anything more
than alienate you.
Coercive control, which is a criminal
offence, occurs when one partner
dominates, manipulates and
isolates the other partner
in order to have
absolute power and
authority. This can
take many forms
(eg humiliation,
assault, threats)
and creates such
fear that any action
to challenge it
feels impossible. If,
therefore, you do fear
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that your daughter is being coercively
controlled, you need to stay close so
you can monitor what could be a
situation where she or the children
are at risk.
My overriding advice is that you try
to rekindle the relationship, dial down
the criticisms and provide a safe, nonjudgmental supportive relationship for
your daughter. If your relationship
with her becomes less fraught, in time
she would be more likely to ask you
for your advice and support rather
than feeling judged. For more
information see the domestic abuse
charity Women’s Aid at bit.ly/2YzZfoE.
If you have evidence of threatening
behaviour that puts your daughter
at risk, you need to take action and
call the police. This obviously sits
against my advice to reconnect the
relationship and be there for your
daughter and grandchildren. However,
risk is risk and it needs to be addressed
immediately. This is particularly
pertinent when children are in danger
of abuse or neglect. So if you have
safeguarding concerns based on
what the neighbour has reported, and

The control takes
many forms —
humiliation,
assault, threats
a concern that the home-schooling
is part of the coercive control and an
attempt to isolate your daughter and
grandchildren further, I advise that
you contact your council’s social
care team (see www.gov.uk/reportchild-abuse-to-local-council).
Or, if you want to discuss your
concerns and get advice, contact
the NSPCC on 0808 8005000,
email help@nspcc.org.uk or visit
nspcc.org.uk. All reports can be made
anonymously. See also Action for
Children at bit.ly/2Tim22c.
Finally, to address your concerns
about home-schooling, you will be
reassured to know that the council can
make an “informal inquiry” to check
that a child is getting a suitable
education at home. If this is assessed
not to be the case, the council can
serve a school attendance order for
the child to return to school. You can
find more information at
bit.ly/2uFq0GL.
I do encourage that you stay close,
“accept” the status quo (unless there is
any sense of risk to your family) and
reconnect as loving grandparents who
can offer your daughter and
grandchildren an alternative to what
they may be experiencing at home
without any sense of judgment. If you
can achieve this, your grandchildren
will benefit from your love and
wisdom, and your daughter will feel
safe enough to ask for your advice if
and when she wants or needs to.
If you would like Professor Tanya
Byron’s help, email
proftanyabyron@thetimes.co.uk

After a potentially
fatal health scare,
William Cash
decided to turn
his life around. It
didn’t start well

T

his summer, instead of
escaping to a beach or
villa, I did something
that required checking
my life assurance
details. At 8.30am on
an overcast Sunday
morning in late July
I turned up at the railway car park in
the village of Milngavie (pronounced
“mullguy”) outside Glasgow to join
four relative strangers before
embarking on an unusual choice of
holiday: a “wee gruelling” — as my
taxi driver put it — 105-mile walk
across the wildest, remotest and most
beautiful part of the Highlands.
It was a trip that Sandy Loder, our
leader, promised would take me out of
my mental and physical comfort zone.
Loder, who used to run the arduous
Guards officer selection course and is
the founder of Peak Dynamics, a
“performance coaching” company,
billed it as a “life-changing” experience.
“Adventure is an important part of
being human,” he said. “It teaches you
about what you are capable of and lets
you find out who you really are.”
So was it life-changing? When Loder
addressed us in the car park, he could
have been a Fleming (Ian Fleming is
his great-uncle) addressing his
“walking guns” before a day’s grouse
shooting on the family’s Black Mount
estate that we would be crossing in
five days’ time. I was determined not
to be a DNF (did not finish).
When I had first mentioned the trip
to my wife she had said: “I’m only
allowing you to go if you have a full
medical check-up and your life
assurance is up to date.” This was a
subtle way of referring to my brush
with death two years ago when my
blood platelet levels crashed and I was
taken into hospital as a “critical
emergency” after I gave up alcohol
and sugar for Lent. In short, my entire
body broke down and I developed a
blood disorder. Two years later, at
more than 18st and with a flabby wine
drinker’s chin, was my body ready for
its severest test in decades?
It wasn’t even 9am and I was being
gently scolded for not bringing my
walking poles. Over the next five
days I was to get a master class on
pole technique.
I was already acquainted with one of
our team, Ted, who works as a wealth
manager. Born in the Canadian
Rockies, he is a beanpole-thin 6ft 4in
and is used to trekking in British
Columbia (“You have to keep talking
as you walk so bears don’t maul you”).
It wasn’t the bears that were to worry
him in Scotland but the midges and
“clegs” (horseflies). It caused us much
amusement to watch his hopping,
reel-like “cleg dance” as he tried to
avoid being bitten.
Ted arrived with his friend Shona,
an extreme walker. A high-powered
financial PR executive in her fifties,
Shona has her own professional
walking trainer. She carried a
cashmere in her rucksack at all times
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Flabby, unfit
and in the
wrong pants:
my 100-mile trek
and is a member of a walking group
that does power circuits around Hyde
Park in London. (Shona is married to a
financier who she called daily to check
that he was not guilty of “style drift”
from his fish diet on to sausages.)
“Done much of this sort of walking
before?” I asked as our suitcases were
labelled and taken away (they would
be transferred daily to our hotels and
B&Bs along the route). It turned out
Ted and Shona once did the Caledonia
Challenge together, a 54-mile trek that
covered part of our Highland route. “It
poured with rain for 24 hours, but I
enjoyed doing ‘the 54’. Great views
from the top of the Devil’s Staircase.”
I had done little training other than
a few morning strolls with my labrador
along Wenlock Edge in Shropshire.
Although I was wearing specially
padded trekking socks with two
linings, I was the only one dressed in
shorts and cotton boxer shorts, with
my stomach bulging out of my XL
cotton polo shirt. “Looks like you
bought up the entire Patagonia 2019
summer shirt collection,” Loder said,
seeing the shirt buttons straining.
“We’ll have you fitting into them after
a week. I wouldn’t be wearing cotton
boxers, though. You’ll chafe when it
gets sweaty below.”
I might as well have shown up to a
tweedy shoot at Rannoch in the 1950s
wearing a thong and sandals.
Everybody else was in high-tech nylon
and Lycra gear, including special nylon
sports underwear. We were given team
caps and our survival equipment. The
bag included a capsule of edible chia
energy gel (like wholegrain mustard
seeds) for “extreme endurance”, blister
packs, magnesium oil (to reduce
inflammation), maps and a plastic
thermal tent-like bag for protection
should we “break a leg or ankle” and
be unable to walk any farther.

The West Highland Way follows a
collection of ancient footpaths, drove
roads, old military roads (many built
by Thomas Telford) and old coaching
routes that were used to move cattle,
soldiers and prisoners around the
Highlands. A map outlined the route
ahead: north towards Loch Lomond
following Glen Falloch and on towards
Rannoch Moor.
The first day was relatively easy. We
passed through some gently
undulating and scenic lowland hills.
But it would be only a matter of time
before I started to feel the “sweaty
below” pain and was ordered by Loder
to “go commando” not far from where

I started to feel
‘sweaty below’ —
and was ordered
to ‘go commando’
Robert the Bruce escaped from the
battle at Dalrigh near the ruins of St
Fillan’s Priory. Luckily, very soon after
his comment, we came upon the
Green Welly Stop at Tyndrum, where I
got properly kitted out in all-nylon
trekkers’ Y-fronts. Turned out to be the
best £28 I have spent on underwear.
It wasn’t the first two days I was
worried about, though. Day three was
going to be the killer. When people
asked which charity I was raising
money for and I replied, “I’m doing it
as a holiday,” they looked at me
weirdly. The honest truth was, I wasn’t
at all sure that I would make it.
When I mentioned to Loder that I
was hoping to return a “new man”, not
a dead man, he said: “That’s a very
negative way of thinking and that has

to stop . . . This week is going to change
your life. I’m going to teach you to
think in an entirely new way. Your selfesteem will change. You will have a real
sense of achievement and overcome
many of your personal fears.”
The aim of these trips is to take
people beyond their normal limits. Just
how far beyond my normal limits had
begun to worry me when, three days
before setting off, I received an email
from Loder asking me to send him
details of my next of kin. Was walking
105 miles through some of the most
sublime landscape and scenery of
Scotland really that dangerous? Surely
this was Loder’s entry-level expedition?
“If you can get through [our third
day], when we’ll do over 30km along a
winding goat path that wraps around
the beautiful Loch Lomond, then you
can do any walk in the world,” he said.
It was to be a “two-stopper”, as Loder
called it, with some of the most
spectacular and wild scenery —
including seeing wild Highland goats,
snakes and deserted sandy beaches on
the shores of the loch (where one
German female hiker was about to
skinny-dip, it was so hot). It would also

be my day of reckoning. The first part,
a seven-mile trek from Rowardennan
to the waterfalls at Inversnaid — close
to “Rob Roy’s Cave” — had me at
breaking point. By the time I sat down
at the campsite I could hardly speak,
let alone walk. “Can you go on?” Loder
asked. “Do you want to take a taxi?”
“How much f***ing farther?” I said.
“Six miles or so,” he replied.
“Send the pros ahead,” I said,
referring to my team-mates. I then
said nothing. Thankfully the Test
cricket was on in the bar, so I sat
silently for ten minutes before
ordering a ham and cheese toastie,
and a prawn cocktail fit for a cruise
ship buffet. After the toastie vanished,
I said to Loder: “We’ll get there. I’m
not quitting now.”
About three hours later, after
walking up through Glen Falloch,
Loder and I finally made it to the bar
of our hotel, where I drank a large malt
whisky. I felt oddly different. I had
achieved something I honestly thought
I never had the will power to do. I was
starting to learn about the difference
between mental and physical resilience
and I knew I was going to complete the
whole journey now.
And so the fifth day came around
and the aforementioned dreaded
Devil’s Staircase, rising nearly 1,000m,
near Glen Etive, where the James
Bond film Skyfall was filmed. I knew I
could do it, even if Loder gave me a
lashing about my poor walking-pole
technique like a novice galley slave.
My favourite moment of the week
came on Rannoch Moor two hours or
so after we passed Black Mount, a
huge house on Loch Tulla that is the
seat of the Fleming family, originally
built by the banker Robert Fleming,
Loder’s great-grandfather. As we
walked through what Loder called
“one of the last great wildernesses of
Europe”, we passed a large cairn.
“That’s to mark where [Ian’s older
brother] Peter Fleming died of a heart
attack after shooting a ‘left’ and ‘right’
of grouse in 1971.”
The West Highland Way is the
flagship endurance footpath of
Scotland. Just recently it has become
popular as Britain’s answer to the
Camino de Santiago pilgrimage walk
across the Pyrenees. Long-distance
walking routes — from the Hadrian’s
Wall Path, to the Inca Trail in Peru —
are the “extreme wellness” marathons
for the sporty middle class. The secret
is not to go on your own.
You need a guide and coach such as
Loder, who is a combination of
psychologist, personal trainer, medic,
nutritionist, mentor, guru and guide.
From the start, as I began to drop
behind the team pace, he sensed that I
was not good with authority figures as
I explained how many schools I had
been to. He suggested I was a bit
“stubborn/reluctant” when it came to
self-management and insisted that on
our first night I rub down my legs with
magnesium oil to reduce tiredness.
Other suggestions included washing
my new technical underwear in the
evening, checking my feet for blisters
and sitting with my feet in the freezing
water of a “burn” after each day’s walk.
By the end I felt not only recharged,
but reborn. I also felt no urge to raid
any of the “honesty fridges”
(containing Mars bars and ice lollies)
that pop up along the route. I lost half
a stone in a week and barely touched
any alcohol. By the fourth day I was
saying to Loder that “I couldn’t
remember what a hangover felt like”.
Instagram: @williamrpcash

