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In 1962, Julian Thompson ’45 decided to 
end his 12-year tenure as a Lawrence-
ville master to take a stab at becoming 
a full-time novelist. Leaving a stable and 
enjoyable job to leap feet first into the un-

known might appear to be a momentous deci-
sion – and it was – but, says Thompson, not a 
very difficult one.
 “I had an uncle, my father’s brother, who 
always used to recall many regretful times in 
his life,” says Thompson. “When he was an 
old man he was always saying, ‘Oh, I should 
have…’ all the time. I didn’t want to be like 
my uncle. It seemed to make more sense for 
me to give things a try and see what would 
happen.
 “And what happened,” he adds with a laugh, 
“was that I reeled off a couple of novels that 
were absolutely dreadful.”
 Thompson would have to wait 20 years to 
get his first novel published, but that wasn’t 
an entirely bad thing. Those years were 
not squandered. They were not filled with 
avuncular regrets. Thompson used the time to 
find his creative voice; once he found it, there 
was no stopping him. Beginning with The 
Grounding of Group 6 in 1983, Thompson 
wrote 18 young adult novels over the next 20 
years, earning critical and commercial acclaim 
and a loyal fan base that continues to this day. 
In fact, the more-than-30-year-old Grounding 
is slated to become a major motion picture, 
with principal cinematography planned for 
summer 2014. 
 Thompson’s passion for writing was not 
without precedent. His father (also named 
Julian Thompson) was a playwright of some 
renown, penning a number of well received 

stage productions including The Warrior’s 
Husband, a play that bears the distinction 
of being Katharine Hepburn’s first starring 
role on Broadway. But the elder Thompson 
described his writing as “a hobby,” and one 
that rarely, if ever, distracted from his real 
career as an executive at a pharmaceutical 
company.  
 “I was 11 when he died,” Thompson recalls. 
“I was in awe of him in the nicest kind of 
way. He was a wonderful humorist, a talented 
pianist, a great father, and a wonderful 
husband. But I was too young to be inspired or 
influenced by him.”
 The desire to write would come much later 
for the younger Thompson. His first passion 
would be working with teens. Thompson 
discovered this when he was a teen himself, 
coaching baseball at a Connecticut summer 
camp. 
 Later, as a student at Princeton, Thompson 
volunteered at Jamesburg, a nearby juvenile 
detention facility. The kids were ages 11-
14, and most of them had been convicted of 
“breaking, entering, and larceny,” or been 
judged to be “uncontrollable.” “But it was 
very easy to be sympathetic with them. You 
knew what they had done, and they knew that 
you knew what they had done. But we weren’t 
talking about their crimes. We talked about 
their thoughts.” 
 It was this ability to relate to kids that led 
Thompson back to a successful teaching career 
at Lawrenceville. After leaving the School 
(and taking a few years to write those self-
proclaimed “dreadful” novels), he accepted a 
teaching job at an inner-city program in Trenton 
followed by a position as the director of a new 
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alternative high school, CHANGES Inc. 
 CHANGES, founded in 1971, was very 
much a product of its time. Students were 
able to create their own curriculum and held 
a majority of seats on the Board of Trustees. 
There were no grades, and sharing the 
student evaluations was left up to each child’s 
discretion. The success of CHANGES would, 
not surprisingly, depend on the motivation and 
work ethic of the students enrolled. Thompson 
recognized them as “Ivy League material” and 
signed on. He would lead the school for the 
next seven years. 
 In addition to being the director, Thompson 
taught a writing workshop at CHANGES. It 
was in these classes that Thompson got his 
epiphany: He had spent his entire professional 

life around teens. He had interacted with teens 
from all walks of life. He understood them. He 
should write about them.
 “As the old saying goes, ‘Ya gotta dance 
with who brung ya.’”
 Thompson’s first two novels that centered 
on teenage protagonists, Facing It and The 
Grounding of Group 6, were snapped up by 
Avon Publications. 
 Grounding was the first to hit shelves and 
almost instantly courted controversy. The 
story takes place at a remote boarding school 
in Vermont. The school offers two services to 
parents: It can educate their kids, or, if they 
prefer, murder them. 
 “Some of the reviewers balked at the idea 
that there could be a book – even if that book 

is black humor – that suggested that parents 
would ever want to kill their kids. This was 
unspeakable. This was a crime against nature. 
And how dare somebody write such a book.
 “But they didn’t get it,” Thompson says, 
still a little irked by it all. “That book is about 
good kids. It’s only the adults who want them 
killed who are evil – and most of those are 
clearly caricatures, pretty near unbelievable.” 
 Thompson is now 86, and his most recent 
book, 2009’s Getting In, he says, is his last. 
But Thompson’s fans still remain and his 
books still sell. He even continues to get fan 
letters. Once The Grounding of Group 6 makes 
it to the big screen, reintroducing Thompson’s 
timeless story to a new generation, he will 
almost certainly receive many, many more.
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