
20 the home front

 As the door frame creaks with three sets of 
shoulders all trying to barge their way through 
at the same time, I wonder how different life 

would be bringing up girls, as opposed to three fiercely 
competitive little boys (aged five, eight and nine). 
Would I find myself demanding that weapons were left 
outside before tea, or pinning up Biro-ed scrawls 
banning the use of Nerf guns in the house? Would  
I tread the same shaky line between referee and 
paramedic, whistle in one hand, Savlon in the other? 
Mothers of girls tell me that careful colouring in, neatly 
arranged doll’s houses and perfectly braided hair is the 
stuff of pure fantasy, but I bet they don’t have to break 
up as many wrestling matches as I do. 

As my boys have grown from cherubic house 
wreckers into gangly but committed members of the 
local rugby team, so the levels of violence at home have 
escalated from infantile pinches and pushes to, at times, 
out-and-out war. For the older two a race for the sugar 
bowl at breakfast can result in a blur of elbows and 
fists as they scrap on the floor. For the youngest, his 
quest for – and defence of – the prime spot on the sofa 
knows no bounds (and with two bigger, stronger 
brothers he is quite prepared to play dirty). Punches are 
getting harder and kicks more accurate. There are black 
eyes, nose bleeds, even a broken finger, as violence 
escalates way beyond anything I ever inflicted on my 
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sister (or she to me) as a child. But, as a general rule, 
these flare-ups never last long, and just when I think it 
is time to wade in, the dispute has been resolved, the 
peace treaty settled, and they are disappearing off into 
the garden to kick footballs at each other. 

This, of course, is what happens with boys. However 
much we cushion them with gender-neutral toys and 
avoid dressing them in camouflage, the moment the 
majority of them have mastered their gross motor skills 
they will pick up a stick and point it at you. And as 
they develop physically, so does their desire to explore 
and test their physical surroundings. And their siblings. 
Their energy is relentless, any flagging footballer swiftly 
restored with a chocolate digestive and a pint of 
Ribena. ‘There are big differences in the ways that girls 
and boys mature,’ says Sue Palmer, the author of 21st 
Century Boys: How modern life is driving them off the 
rails and how we can get them back on track. ‘While the 
jury is out on whether their desire to express themselves 
physically is inborn or comes down to nurture, there is 
a competitive element in the male higher species that 
will out.’ Parents, she advises, should deal with this 
rather than pretend it is not there. 

Rough and tumble, or play fighting, is, she insists,  
a vital part of a boy’s development, and it is through 
this that he will learn the social skills of strategy and 
collaboration. ‘Kids get it, it’s not fun unless you play 
fair. These are the agreed conventions that have to be 
sorted out, and your sons will have the bruises to  
prove it.’ I ask her where she stands on intervention. 
(Of course there are boundaries to be set, and levels of 
danger to be managed – the moment my boys start to 
reach a particular pitch of discordance I will confiscate 
their pen knives – but at what point does a parent  
wade in and lay down the law?) ‘Children learn through 
judicious advice and demonstration,’ Palmer says.  
‘They will imitate behaviour that they see around  
them, but essentially they need to sort things out for 
themselves in order to learn.’ 

With this in mind I am resolved in my approach to 
the petty squabbles that pepper my daily life. I will 
continue to block my ears to tale-telling reproaches of a 
wronged middle child whose sibling has just kicked him 
in the shins, and I am determined never again to involve 
myself in the back-garden brawls that punctuated our 
summer. Boys need to kick out at their physical world, 
so I will continue to watch from a safe distance to make 
sure that nobody ends up in casualty, but will remain 
safe in the knowledge that these lovely, straightforward 
creatures will be friends again by teatime. 


