

[image: ]













In My Own Time


Reminiscences of a Liberal Leader


Jeremy Thorpe









[image: ]

























Contents











	Title Page


	Foreword


	Introduction


	Acknowledgements


	Chapter One: Relations


	Chapter Two: Early Years


	Chapter Three: Personalities


	Chapter Four: National Politics


	Chapter Five: Commonwealth and Africa


	Chapter Six: Rhodesia


	Chapter Seven: Europe


	Chapter Eight: Britain


	Copyright




























Foreword





With the publication of Jeremy Thorpe’s recollections from his life in politics, the time is ripe for a reassessment of his dramatic and unparalleled impact on the British political scene. In welcome contrast to the reminiscences of other former party leaders, Jeremy does not blow his own trumpet. Let me do it for him.


In the 1959 general election, Jeremy was the only Liberal to gain a seat, and only two others out of the six elected (Jo Grimond and Clement Davies) were victorious in three-cornered fights. Thus Jeremy won North Devon against the general trend, and this was a great tribute to his exceptional talents. His experiences in the Oxford Union, at the Bar and as a television commentator had made him a fluent speaker and given him enormous confidence. On top, he was always humorous and good-tempered, with a flair for instant communication with his fellow beings. He went about electioneering with genuine gusto and enjoyed it, showing an aplomb which was all his own; he was an extremely attractive candidate.


There had been some Liberal revival in Tory-held seats in the wake of the Conservatives’ humiliation over Suez in 1956 and Anthony Eden’s enforced resignation as Prime Minister. Then, in early 1958, Jeremy’s and all Liberal hopes were ignited by remarkable performances in two by-elections. On 12 February, at Tory-held Rochdale, uncontested by Liberals for several elections, the charismatic Ludovic Kennedy, much helped by his attractive wife, shocked the Conservatives by pushing them down into third place and coming within 3,000 votes of defeating the Labour victor. On 27 March, the Liberals did even better, winning Torrington in Devon with Mark Bonham Carter by 219 votes – the first Liberal by-election victory since 1929. Mark was a good candidate, but the star of this by-election was his mother Violet, daughter of Asquith, who seized on the easy publicity available to exploit her charisma to the full, with great effect.


The Rochdale and Torrington by-elections convinced Jeremy that with charismatic candidates, Liberals could win seats.


It is well established that charisma can be exploited more easily in by-elections than in general, and this makes Jeremy’s performance in 1959 in defeating a pleasant aristocratic sitting Conservative quite unique.


Once in Parliament, Jeremy was an instant success, wisely refusing a suggestion that he should mimic Harold Macmillan in his maiden speech.


However, appreciating the limited opportunities for a party of six in Parliament, he threw most of his efforts into his own constituency and making Liberals an efficient fighting force. His speciality was by-elections. He had an eerie eye for forecasting which MPs would die and making preparations in advance.


This strategy paid off. In November 1960, six by-elections on the same day showed a strong swing towards the Liberals, especially at Tiverton, close to Jeremy’s own seat; while Frank Byers, breaking the long-standing electoral pact with the Tories at Bolton East, scored a respectable 24.8 per cent.


In the spring of 1961, there was a Liberal breakthrough at Paisley, the scene of Asquith’s dramatic by-election victory after the First World War. The charismatic John Bannerman, immensely popular in Scotland, came within 1,600 votes of victory, pushing the Tory share down from 43.8 per cent to 13.2 per cent, although the Liberals had not contested the seat since 1951. Jo Grimond, the Liberal leader, was tremendously encouraged by this result, declaring that he: ‘wrung his hands that Bannerman had not got in.’ Although popular nationally, Grimond had until then been rather a dilettante leader; now, prodded by Jeremy, he began the most active political campaigning of his leadership. Then, when Orpington fell vacant six months after the Paisley by-election, Jeremy realised that here was a golden Liberal opportunity. Liberals were in third place in 1959, only 1 per cent behind Labour, but since then they had had considerable success in local government, with twelve Liberal councillors.


At the time of Orpington, the Macmillan government was in disarray. The pay pause and rising prices, together with high and demonstrably inequitable taxation, were making the Conservatives unpopular, and opinion polls soon showed Labour had no chance in this by-election. The sound Liberal candidate, Eric Lubbock, cleverly exploited electoral dissatisfaction over Schedule A property tax in a community of 75 per cent owner-occupiers. The by-election was long delayed, and as opinion polls showed the likelihood of a Liberal win, Jeremy threw everything into the campaign.


He galvanised Liberal supporters all over the south of England to canvass there, persuaded Liberal candidates to allow their agents to work full time, and personally spent long hours on the doorstep. The Liberal by-election majority was 7,855 against a former Tory majority of 14,760, and the victory was almost as much Jeremy’s as Lubbock’s. There might even have been a double Liberal triumph. For technical reasons the by-election in Blackpool North was held the day before Orpington, and the Liberals with a tiptop candidate came second, only 973 votes behind the successful Tory. Had Blackpool North polled the day after instead of the day before Orpington, Liberal credibility would surely have been high enough to produce another victory.


Macmillan noted in his diary: ‘we have been swept off our feet by the Liberal revival and made the world safe for Liberalism.’ Although the Liberal upsurge in Orpington is still largely unexplained, one thing is clear – it was a triumph for Thorpe. The Liberals followed up by nearly winning Derby West on 6 June with a weak candidate. With an even weaker candidate in Leicester North East on 12 July, where the Conservatives had been only 1,431 votes behind Labour in the general election, the Liberals ended a close second to Labour, pushing the Tories down into third place with 6,578 votes against their previous 17,990. However, while Leicester North East was polling, Macmillan, in his ‘night of the long knives,’ sacked seven of his Cabinet colleagues, including the Chancellor of the Exchequer – whereupon Jeremy made his famous comment: ‘greater love hath no man than this, that he lay down his friends for his life.’


Unfortunately for the Liberals, Macmillan’s medicine worked. In spite of the Profumo scandal and the substitution of Alee Home for Macmillan as Prime Minister, the Conservatives, both in opinion polls and by-election votes, won back the ground they had lost to the Liberals. After nearly winning by-elections at Chippenham and Colne Valley in 1963, Liberal support tailed away drastically. Abolition of Schedule A tax due entirely to the Liberal resurgence – contented traditional home-owning Tory voters.


The 1964 general election was a grave disappointment after the heady days of Orpington. By now Jeremy had collected funds which he put into winnable constituencies, and in the case of Russell Johnston, he created the post of director of Scottish Liberal Research, based in Inverness. In this way, Russell was able to devote the required time to winning the seat.


Gratifying increases in the Liberal vote were notched up in most of Jeremy’s other winnable seats. However, the overall result was frustrating; the two Liberal enclaves at Bolton West and Huddersfield West, no longer protected by local pacts, fell, and there were only four gains – Bodmin and three Highland seats. Bodmin owed much to Jeremy being a neighbour. Still, the Liberals were second in fifty-four seats, while in 1959 they had been second in only seventeen, and polled over three million votes, a considerable advance.


Following the 1964 general election, Jo Grimond disclosed in private that he wanted to resign as Liberal leader and for Jeremy to take over. With another general election only a few months off, Jeremy was appalled and managed to persuade Jo to carry on until after the votes were counted. In 1965, there was a false dawn when the future Liberal leader David Steel won the by-election in Roxburgh, Selkirk & Peebles. As soon as the seat fell vacant Jeremy used his ‘winnable’ funds to install four full-time agents and spent a considerable time himself in the constituency, even canvassing on the doorstep. Thus David Steel owes a debt to Jeremy for the help he received to win his first and crucial election.


In the 1966 general election, Jo Grimond suffered the tragic loss of his son during the campaign, and as a result his impact was muted. Jeremy gallantly battled in the ‘winnable’ constituencies, distributing largesse from his funds to the most deserving, including myself in North Dorset. Chippenham, Cardigan, Caithness and Banff were unluckily lost by the narrowest of margins, but consolation prizes were surprise wins at Aberdeen West, Cheadle, Cornwall North and Colne Valley. All those constituencies, as those narrowly lost in 1964, had benefited from Jeremy Thorpe’s special financial treatment and encouragement.


Jeremy had become party treasurer in 1965 and party leader in 1967. He raised considerable sums for the party but the 1970 general election was not a happy hunting ground for him. The nation was choosing between a Conservative and a Labour government and the Liberals were squeezed. After giving generous time to winnable constituencies, Jeremy saw his own majority in North Devon drastically reduced and the number of Liberal MPs fall from thirteen to six. Jeremy, still under the shadow of the death of his charming first wife, may not quite have played himself in as yet as a party leader; irresponsible behaviour by Young Liberals also dented the Liberal image and was not stopped by firm management at party headquarters.


February 1974 was to be a different story. By then Jeremy, happily married again, had achieved considerable stature as a major political figure. He raised impressive sums of money and stepped up his work in the ‘winnable’ constituencies. By-elections soon told the tale. The Heath government’s honeymoon with the electorate was short-lived, and this time discontented Tory voters turned to the Liberals, as they had eleven years earlier at Orpington. In by-elections in 1973, Liberal candidates won more votes in total than either Conservatives or Labour. Jeremy was convincing in asserting that the Liberal resurgence in these by-elections showed the electorate believed the Liberals were now a practical alternative to the two big parties.


Varied types of seats – Rochdale, Sutton & Cheam, Isle of Ely, Ripon and Berwick-upon-Tweed – became startling Liberal by-election victories. Dedicated attention to local grievances and community politics fostered by Jeremy played a big part, and in August 1973 opinion polls showed Liberal support reaching 30 per cent. It was clear the Liberals would be a major force in the coming general election.


Jeremy, now defending a 300 majority in North Devon, decided to conduct his campaign mainly from Barnstaple, using helicopters to visit some of the winnable seats and a closed-circuit television link to London for the daily press conference. Opinions differ as to whether this paid off or not; it clearly muted hostile questions and emphasised how different was the Liberal campaign from others. Five hundred and seventeen Liberal candidates took the field and produced enormous public exposure. Each night on television, Jeremy skilfully and with ready wit projected an attractive and constructive image which was compared very favourably in the national press with those of Heath and Wilson. A poll showed that 40 per cent would vote Liberal if the party had a chance of holding the balance of power, and 48 per cent if the party could be the next government. Jeremy had made the Liberal Party a credible alternative government for the first time since 1929 under Lloyd George. Liberals had surpassed all their expectations; obviously they were about to harvest their largest total since the war.


The 1974 result, while hugely rewarding in terms of total votes cast, was bitterly disappointing for Jeremy in the number of seats won. He recounts in this book how, after the result, Ted Heath asked him to join a coalition so that the Conservatives could continue in government. The Liberal Party would not agree, and anyway the numbers were wrong. Lobby correspondents almost to a man have criticised Jeremy for not accepting Heath’s offer. In fact it was just not on.


Still, in 1974 an overwhelming case had been made for a change in the voting system. A Labour government had been returned with only 37 per cent of the votes cast – less than the Tories; while the Liberal vote, which had gone up by nearly four million to six million, had produced only 14 MPs. Jeremy immediately appointed a strong Liberal committee to conduct an all-out campaign for voting reform, and provided considerable funds. One of his ideas was a nationwide ballot like the Peace Ballot of 1935 (this caused a complete change in government policy); another, an exit poll after the next general election to show what percentage of the voters favoured a change. Either would have been effective. When Jeremy gave up the leadership, his successor did not follow his lead and the strong case for voting reform made in 1974 was largely allowed to go by default.


The second 1974 election was an anti-climax. The Liberal vote, at five and a quarter million, more or less held in spite of a marked swing to Labour; Jeremy personally got 46 per cent of the votes in North Devon. However, the total Liberal vote was high enough to reinforce the case for voting reform which Jeremy pursued vigorously in his last months as party leader.


Then disaster struck him. Because of widely publicised allegations, Jeremy was forced to resign in May 1976. David Steel was elected leader in his place and took on a difficult inheritance. Within a very short time he negotiated the Lib–Lab agreement, which enabled the Prime Minister, Jim Callaghan, to remain in office. It is a mystery how Steel got his parliamentary party to agree, because Jo Grimond and John Pardoe were opposed.


Because of this pact the Liberals were taunted by the Tories as being responsible for all Labour mistakes and in the 1979 general election the Liberal vote fell drastically to 4,300,000 – a far cry from February 1974 – and Jeremy himself, although polling 23,000 votes, was defeated in North Devon. Not until the alliance with the SDP in March 1981 did the Liberal phoenix arise from the ashes again.


Between 1959 and 1976, Jeremy had been the life and soul of the Liberal Party. He brought eloquence, humour and compassion into politics and had a flair for picking out the issues which mattered to the nation. With the odds stacked against him by the first-past-the-post voting system, his inspired leadership brought the Liberals to the brink of breaking the two-party system in 1974. His like will not be seen again.


 


Richard Lamb was a prominent Liberal in the Grimond and Thorpe revivals, and the author of eight books, including The Macmillan Years (John Murray, 1995).



















Introduction





Time and again when I have recalled a political situation, friends and colleagues have said: ‘I hope you will write it down somewhere’. This is a modest attempt to do just that. Having been involved in politics for the past fifty years, it has become clear to me that many of the things I could write about from first-hand experience were merely part of history to those who were later entrants into politics.


So, I have written about Lloyd George, whom I was privileged to know. With Churchill, my contact was limited to two encounters, each of which for me was memorable; a fair sprinkling of British and foreign personalities; events in the Commonwealth, some humorous, some less so; developments in the UK; I refer to my trial; I go in some detail into two political issues which dominated my life – the European Community and Rhodesia.


This is not an autobiography. It is more of an anthology. If any part of it stimulates enthusiasm for politics, I shall be content.
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Chapter One


Relations





My maternal grandparents


Since this is not an autobiography, I shall pick out only one or two of my relations. Undoubtedly, the matriarch of the family was my maternal grandmother, Lady Norton-Griffiths, who died, in full possession of her faculties, at the age of 101 in 1974. There is a record of longevity in her family, since her mother died aged ninety-nine and her grandmother, whom she remembered well, and who was at her wedding, was born in 1797 and died in 1901, having lived in the eighteenth, nineteenth and twentieth centuries and five reigns. My own mother died in her ninetieth year.


My grandmother was short of stature but had a commanding personality. Throughout her long life she was to experience some appalling tragedies. These she met with calm and amazing courage and faith. She obviously adored my grandfather and was a tremendous encouragement to him in his career. During her long period of widowhood she travelled extensively. I remember staying with her in Rome in her high eighties – the sightseeing schedule kicked off with two churches and a picture gallery before lunch. At one of the churches, she said that she had not visited it for seventy years; there was, however, a family connection with the church since her uncle, a civil engineer, had drained the foundations, which had become waterlogged and threatened the stability of the building.


Her husband, my grandfather, Sir John Norton-Griffiths, was also a civil engineer, and she frequently accompanied him on his projects abroad. In 1905 she was with him in Angola where he was building the Benguela Railway. The labour force went down with yellow fever and it was necessary for someone who was fit to go down to Johannesburg to arrange for replacements. My grandmother volunteered and was advised that she should negotiate with a labour lawyer who was an Indian called Gandhi. If his agreement was obtained, all would be well. They had three days of talks and she returned to Angola triumphant. I once asked her what she thought of Gandhi, to which she replied: ‘Such a nice little man. I never thought he would give us so much trouble later on!’


On another trip from the Argentine to Chile in 1909, she refused to take the boat round Cape Horn, being a very bad sailor. It was pointed out to her that the only land route was over the Andes, and winter was approaching. She promptly decided to make the journey and she and my grandfather set off with a pack of mules and some twelve thicknesses of clothing. Somehow they arrived.


She was intensely musical and as a girl studied singing in Germany, where she met Brahms. When I asked her what Brahms was like, she replied: ‘long flowing beard and fat fingers like sausages’.


I was particularly pleased when, in her eighties, my grandmother came down to North Devon and sat on the platform at a mass Liberal rally in the Barnstaple Pannier Market. Her last visit had been in 1926. I looked up the mayor’s visitors’ book which contains the signature of my grandfather, Sir John Norton-Griffiths, accompanied by my grandmother, on 13 November 1926. He had come to speak in support of the sitting Tory MP, Sir Basil Peto. The opposite page of the visitors’ book recorded the signature of David Lloyd George on 16 October 1926, who likewise had come to speak at a rally in the Pannier Market in support of the Liberal candidate, D. M. Mason. He was accompanied by his younger daughter Megan. On 21 August 1989 my mother, Sir John Norton-Griffiths’ elder daughter, and Lady Olwen Carey-Evans, Lloyd George’s elder daughter, called on the mayor and both signed the book, bringing the two families together in the common cause.


At her 100th birthday party, Sir Harry Brittain, who was himself ninety-nine, bellowed at my grandmother: ‘Good evening Gwladys’. She called me over and said: ‘Please tell that old man that I may be older than he is but I am not deaf!’ At a later stage she said to me: ‘Darling, please take me home, I am slightly tired and very tiddly!’


 


My grandfather, being an engineer, was asked to found the Tunnellers’ Regiment, which played an important part in the First World War in burrowing under enemy lines. He was also a Tory Member of Parliament. As an engineer, he was ordered by the British military authorities, at the height of the First World War in 1916, to blow up the Romanian oil wells at Ploesti, to deny oil to the advancing Germans. He asked King Ferdinand of Romania for permission to destroy the oil wells and told him that Romania would be compensated by the British government after the war. When asked by the King what guarantees could be offered, he said: ‘Sir, I am a British Army Officer and a British Member of Parliament, shouldn’t that be sufficient?’ ‘Yes’, said the King. ‘It is. But on what basis shall we be compensated?’ ‘Where are your accounts and company books?’ asked my grandfather. ‘They are at St Petersburg for safe keeping. The accountant involved in their preparation was Sir Harmood Banner, a British MP’. My grandfather suggested to the King that he, my grandfather, should collect the books from St Petersburg and take them back to the UK, where they would form the basis of a claim for compensation. Agreement having been reached, my grandfather carried out over a period of three days the wholesale destruction of the Ploesti oilfields.


He was described as the great god Thor, wielding a massive sledgehammer, causing a vast amount of damage. A great volume of black cloud was generated which made it impossible to tell whether it was night or day. The Germans did not get a drop of oil. With unusual generosity towards someone carrying out such destruction to his economy, the King decorated him with the Order of the Grand Star of Romania, after which my grandfather set out to collect the Ploesti company books, commenting that he knew Sir Harmood Banner as a fellow MP and would accept his figures without argument.


In St Petersburg, my grandfather was received by the Tsar and was created a Count of the Order of St Vladimir. He was probably the last man to be so decorated since the Russian Revolution broke out a few days afterwards. According to my uncle Peter (Sir Peter Norton-Griffiths), he also brought back the last letters from the Tsar to our royal family.


In February 1967, I met Kosygin, the Soviet premier, when he was on an official visit to London from the USSR. I told him that my family had played a great part in the Russian Revolution. His eyes lit up like light bulbs and he asked for more information. I told him about my grandfather’s audience and decoration and said that for the Russian people, this was the last straw which sparked off the revolution. This was greeted by a rather wintry smile. The next evening Kosygin asked me about the decoration and whether the Soviet government could have it for the Kremlin museum. I told him that I thought it very unlikely. As it happens, my cousin has the decoration and I keep the ceremonial sword which goes with it in an umbrella stand to be used against burglars.


 


My father and grandfather were both in the House of Commons as Conservative MPs. My grandfather sat for Wednesbury, and subsequently Central Wandsworth. My father won the Kusholme Division of Manchester in a 1919 by-election. Ironically, he was defeated by a Liberal, Charles Masterman, in 1923.


My grandmother had a bizarre experience when campaigning in Wednesbury. There was terrible poverty, and a woman living in the poorest area had given birth to stillborn twins. My grandmother went to sympathise with her. The poor woman invited my grandmother to come into the front room, where, propped up on the settee were the two dead babies, each wearing a red rosette, which was the local Conservative colour. The mother commented: ‘You can see – loyal in life and loyal in death’.


I am certain that I would have found the political views of my father and grandfather to be very much to the right of my own. However, they both enormously enjoyed politics, and this is something that I share.


My grandfather used to campaign in a balloon and once persuaded his hapless opponents to come for a ride. Unfortunately, the balloon ended up twenty miles off course and they were not very pleased! He was known in the constituency as Empire Jack, or the Monkey Man. This was sparked off by a heckler who shouted out: ‘You do not know what it is to be hungry’. ‘Oh yes, I do’, replied my grandfather. ‘During the South African war we were so short of food that I ate monkeys!’


I share my grandfather’s enthusiasm for what is now the Commonwealth. However, my activities revolved round the movements for independence in the colonial territories, whereas his approach was that of an Empire builder – hence his name, ‘Empire Jack’. In 1911, the Liberal government entertained delegates attending the coronation but nothing had been arranged for the delegates by the Conservative opposition. My grandfather decided to take steps and leased Temple House, near Maidenhead. There he offered hospitality to forty people over the weekends and invited 200 more for the day. The Tory Chief Whip was to draw up a list of MPs and Sir Harry Brittain was to provide the list of Empire guests. It must have been a glittering season.


My paternal grandparents


My paternal grandfather was a Protestant Irishman from Cork. He was Vicar of St George’s, Stockport, and become Archdeacon of Macclesfield He was appointed to the former by Wakefield Christie-Miller, who had donated the land and helped build the church. With a romantic touch, his son (Geoffry Christie-Miller), married the vicar’s daughter, my Aunt Olive, who was my father’s sister.


My grandfather’s everyday uniform was a frock coat, top hat, apron and gaiters. I get the impression that he was intensely intolerant. On one occasion when his daughter, Ella, was entering into marriage with a groom he considered inadequate, he remained in the vicarage with all the blinds down at the time the ceremony was taking place. Special family prayers were always held before anyone went on a journey, to pray that if they were not to meet again in this world, they would meet in the next. The advice which I most cherish was that given by him to a daughter: ‘You are going on a long journey. My advice is, put your faith in God and change at Clapham Junction!’


In contrast to the Archdeacon, my grandmother, whom I also did not know, apparently had lovely Irish charm and vagueness. When she wanted to catch a train, she would go down to the station and wait till the right train turned up, saying: ‘There is plenty of time’.


My father


I adored my father. Our relationship was almost that of two brothers, and I was intensely proud of him. I remember him once telling me by the sea at Criccieth that he was frightened of his father, who subjected him to a harsh discipline, and he never wanted me to be frightened of him. I can honestly say that we never exchanged a word in anger. He was tremendous fun and had a great sense of humour.


When my father was in the House, on 18 April 1923 he sought leave to bring in a bill by which ministers in either House were to be allowed to speak but not vote in the Other House. This was defeated by 244 votes to 100. Although it would not have been the ideal reform needed in our parliamentary system, it would have enhanced the chances of a peer, like Lord Curzon, to become Prime Minister and speak in the House of Commons, and it could likewise have been of use in the case of a peer of the calibre of Lord Carrington. I think I can claim to share with my father a deep interest in constitutional reform.


In 1967 I was a member of the Inter-Parliamentary Conference, whose members were drawn from both houses, which sought to reform the House of Lords. Ironically, we all reached agreement, but when the report reached the House of Commons, it became clear that we would not be able to carry our backbenchers with us. The opposition to our proposals was spearheaded by a unique coalition of Michael Foot and Enoch Powell. As Viscount Samuel was to remark: ‘Mr Asquith said that the reform of the House of Lords brooks no delay. My Lords, we have been brooking ever since!’


As a barrister, my father’s commitment to the Bar was total. He chose to practise at the Parliamentary Bar. This involved appearing before a committee of MPs when he would be piloting or objecting to a private bill. He could not appear before himself, and had to make a choice between regaining his seat and pursuing a parliamentary career or concentrating on his legal practise. The law won. In his full bottom wig he looked immensely distinguished.


The Bar had its complications. On one occasion my father was travelling on a non-corridor train. He was conscious of a man sitting opposite him fixing him with a stare. The man ultimately leant forward and said to my father: ‘Excuse me, sir, are you the Recorder of Blackburn?’ ‘Yes’, said my father. The man said: ‘I have just come out of Preston jail, where you sent me three years ago’. ‘I never like sending a man to prison’, said my father; ‘did you have a fair trial?’ ‘Yes’, was the reply. ‘I want to go straight. My wife has kept the building business alive, but I am worried that I may be victimised by the police. Can you help me?’ My father gave him a letter to the Chief Constable. He also suggested that the man should call on my father in his room in the Law Courts after court hours to report upon his progress. This he did. He kept in touch with my father, who was delighted that the man had managed to remake his life. The word got around and several ‘old lags’ called on my father for advice.


In 1940, at the beginning of the war, I was evacuated, aged eleven, along with my sister Camilla, to stay with my American aunt, Kay Norton-Griffiths, in the USA. My parents took this precaution as my father was on the German blacklist, and in the event of a German invasion, which at the time was a real possibility, he and the family would have been at risk. My father was vulnerable because of his work (with Norman Birkett) on alien tribunals, which had the difficult task of determining who were genuine asylum seekers and who were undercover spies.


I was in America for three years. I was extremely happy at my school, the Rectory School, Connecticut. We all had some responsibility for the domestic side of the school – my privilege was to look after the pigs. My aunt came down to visit me during my first winter there just after a heavy snowstorm. By way of a compliment, I invited her to come with me on my toboggan, taking the food down the hill to the pigs. Rather nobly she accepted and, wrapped up in her mink coat, sat behind me whilst I clutched between my knees a pail full of swill which I had collected from the kitchens. The worst occurred. We hit a rock hidden by snow and Kay, myself, the garbage and mink coat were thrown off the sledge and landed in a heap! Needless to say she was not best pleased.


My aunt lived in West Newton, near Boston, and in the summer we would go to her mother’s house on Lake Squam in New Hampshire. I had my own outboard motorboat and the place was idyllic. Before I left America I had developed an American accent and am therefore able to know what the English sound like to the Americans, which is rather prissy!


By 1943 my father thought it was high time I returned home; otherwise I would become a complete American and lose contact with my country. A number of parents who had also sent their children across the Atlantic took the same view. The Royal Navy agreed to take on board a number of schoolchildren, although it was emphasised that the German U-boat threat was still very real and all ships had to travel in convoy. I was told that I had been accepted to be one of the ten children to be taken aboard HMS Phoebe, a light cruiser sailing from Norfolk, Virginia to an unnamed British port, which turned out to be Liverpool. An additional twenty-five children were to travel on the battleship Queen Elizabeth, which was part of our convoy.


The Captain vacated his cabin and moved to a much smaller cabin near the bridge, which was the normal procedure on leaving port. I am ashamed to say that by mistake we flooded the Captain’s bathroom and were therefore relegated to communal plumbing on that deck. We did four-hour stints on the bridge on watch duty. This suited me, since the bridge was the least turbulent place in rough weather, and I was therefore marginally less likely to be seasick. We put in for the day at Bermuda and half the ship’s crew, in which we were included, went ashore for a picnic and a swim on a beautiful, totally deserted beach. Before disembarking in Liverpool, we settled up our mess bills – mine, I think, if my recollection is accurate, was £6 7s 6d.


On the last lap of my Journey from America I caught a train from Victoria station bound for Oxted, which was the station for my home. Just before the train left I saw my father boarding the same train. I cannot analyse the reactions that followed, but although I was desperately keen to be reunited with him, I simply could not face the emotional situation in a carriage full of people, and decided to wait to speak to him when we reached Oxted. Because there were complications with my luggage I was a little late getting off the train and I missed him. There were not many cars around because petrol rationing was very tight, but I did manage to get a lift and arrived at home ten minutes after my father. I rang the doorbell and both my parents came to the door. I had been away for three years and was tremendously excited to be back home.


My father was involved in an immense amount of war work: in addition to tribunal work, he was chairman of the vitally important Price Regulation Committee. This workload took its toll, and he suffered a stroke in 1944 aged fifty-seven, and died of a cerebral thrombosis. On my return from America I was blessed with less than two years of his companionship.


Mother and Father


My mother and father met in rather romantic circumstances – in Westminster Abbey at the wedding of Princess Mary, daughter of King George V in February 1922. Strictly speaking, they were not entitled to be there. The ballot for tickets took place in the House of Commons and an old bachelor MP drew tickets, one for himself and one for his wife. Rather than surrender the ticket, he offered it to my father. My maternal grandfather, Sir John Norton-Griffiths, drew tickets for himself and my grandmother. She for her part nobly suggested that Ursula, who was still in her teens, would enjoy the ceremony and gave her her ticket. My mother was in her place in the Abbey when she saw a handsome man in military uniform, ‘with every button doing its duty’, and swore that she would die if he didn’t come and sit next door to her. As luck would have it, that was precisely where he was ushered. That same evening there was a ball at the Royal Albert Hall to celebrate the wedding. My father rudely abandoned his party’s host and hostess and spent the rest of the evening in Joynson-Hicks’ box, where my mother and grandfather were guests. They never looked back. One strange coincidence was that Princess Mary and my mother were both to become mothers-in-law to my wile Marion.


My parents’ marriage plans received a severe jolt a few days before the wedding ceremony was due to take place. My father had visited a leading insurance company in order to take out a life insurance policy, and underwent all the conventional tests. He was asked whether he would call in to see the senior doctor in charge of the department, and the doctor, obviously shaken, said they were very sorry but they could not issue a life insurance policy on his behalf. My father asked why and was told that they did not regard him as a good risk. He pressed them further but the doctor declined to indicate on what basis they had formed this judgement. The doctor did say that my father’s life expectancy was not very good. My father went to see his mother-in-law to be (my grandmother) and asked her whether he should tell my mother the news; should he call off the wedding; should he go abroad? ‘No,’ said my grandmother: ‘get a second opinion.’ This my father did. The company rather sheepishly provided him with a life policy. They had by then discovered that they had muddled up the specimens of two applicants. The other applicant was granted a policy on the basis that he was A1. In practice he died within the year.


My mother


Relations with my mother were more complex than those with my father. She was a woman of strong character, fearless in her convictions, outspoken and often tactless. She was a disciplinarian, whereas I and my sisters regarded our father as a safe haven. In my early childhood, before the war, the family led a comfortable, conventional and – I suppose I should say – privileged existence. We had a living-in staff of five – cook, scullery maid, parlour maid and housemaid, and a nanny. Some years before the war the chauffeur was stood down as an economy measure.


My earliest canvassing was experienced at my mother’s ladies’ luncheon parties, which were followed by a rubber of bridge. I was directed to go round the table, shake hands and be polite to each lady in turn. The house was run like clockwork; my mother’s first business of the day, following breakfast in bed, would be a conference with the cook, Mrs Macey, to plan the menus. The other staff were appropriately instructed. Ursula’s appearance was made more formidable by the fact that she wore a monocle. Her father thought that spectacles, as then designed, were unbecoming. Therefore, for this reason and due to the fact that she only had one bad eye he offered her an additional £100 a year on her allowance if she wore monocle. The monocle won. She wore the monocle at her wedding attracting the headline: Britain’s first monocled bride’, and prompting a small boy to ask his mother why the lady wore her ring in her eye and not on her finger!


One of her quirks was that she firmly wore her conventional spectacles when swimming in the sea. These were safer than the monocle, and when people from far and wide would swim over to her to point out that she had forgotten to take off her glasses, she would reply: ‘Thank you. But you see, I have bad eyesight, and need them to see where I am going!’ She passionately enjoyed swimming in the sea and until she was well into her seventies would take a regular dip.


Children’s parties followed a well-established pattern. The children arrived with their nannies, who went into a huddle and expected to be entertained. One complained that none of them had been offered any sherry. My mother was furious, and promptly rang up the nanny’s employer, saying that their nanny had behaved very badly and she, Ursula, had given her notice on behalf of the employer.


Sometimes her shock tactics worked: at a toll gate at Borth-y-Gest in North Wales, the toll gate lady had an unenviable reputation of being surly and unhelpful. On this occasion, she muttered how difficult life was if people didn’t bring the right change. Few people spoke to her, so she was somewhat taken aback when being thus addressed by my mother: ‘My husband and I have been coming to Wales for the last fifteen years, and we have come to the conclusion that without any doubt you are the most disagreeable woman in the whole of North Wales’. The effect was electric: from that moment the woman was transformed, and became well-disposed to mankind and polite. It was a good day’s work, and I am sure the woman was happier for it.


Another incident which I have never forgotten occurred when I must have been about five years old: my mother rang the bell in the first floor drawing room and asked the parlour maid, who had to come up two flights of stairs from the basement, to put some coal on the fire. When the maid had left, I asked her why we couldn’t do it ourselves, to which she replied that she would get her hands dirty. In fairness to her, come the war, she would willingly get her hands very dirty, not least in cutting up several hundredweight of raw horsemeat for which the local dogs formed an orderly queue.


Wartime brought the compassionate side of her character to the fore, accompanied by a social conscience and a sense of duty which shone through in all her activities. She threw herself into war work: she was a forceful local billeting officer for evacuees from London’s East End, and would not accept a refusal of shelter for children. Learning that the driver of the local grocer’s van at Limpsfield in Surrey had been called up, she took on the delivery round, covering a large rural area. As a result of my father’s voluntary withdrawal from the Bar, in order to concentrate on a variety of wartime jobs, his income had plummeted. By the time of his death in 1944 the family was very hard up. My mother coped with the changed circumstances with courage, never compromising on her standards. One lady in Limpsfield Chart was heard to say that: ‘Mrs Thorpe has come down in the world better than any lady I know’.


Ursula was superb in a crisis, and totally loyal. In the 1955 election she was still a Conservative. It took the Suez crisis in 1956, when she was chairman of the local branch of the United Nations Association, to bring about her resignation from the Tory Party and join the Liberals, working tirelessly on their behalf. In the 1955 general election (my first), she collected her Conservative subscriptions in the East Surrey constituency and set off for North Devon to back my campaign. Or, to quote the civilised advice of her local Tory MP’s wife she should indeed go down to North Devon, ‘to drive and cherish’.


During the campaign in North Devon, local Tories distributed a red leaflet, naively asking whether the recipient was a Labour donkey or a Liberal mule, with appropriate drawings. I didn’t take it very seriously. Not so my mother. She stormed into the Tory office in Barnstaple, and asked to see the agent, having established that he had been responsible for the publication. She told him that it was disgraceful. She had been on her own Conservative committee, appointing their Tory agent, and she and her fellow Conservatives would not have tolerated such behaviour. Somewhat chastened and sensing possible trouble, he asked her to leave her name and address so that the divisional Tory chairman might contact her. ‘Ursula Thorpe’, was the reply, ‘my son is your local Liberal candidate. It will be sufficient if you wish to contact me to do so care of the Liberal headquarters in Barnstaple.’ It was not for nothing that she proudly claimed to be daughter, wife and mother of Members of Parliament. Her support in all my eight elections was invaluable.


A wonderful tribute was paid to Ursula at her memorial service by my close friend from my schooldays, Simon Barrington-Ward, who became Bishop of Coventry. He spoke of her with personal warmth and affection, mentioning many public services she had performed during her life. She sat on Surrey County Council as an Independent; she was chairman of Oxted County School, and took particular Interest In Nutfield School for the deaf; she served on the bench as a JP. She was chairman of the Medical and Special Schools Committee of the county council in Surrey. He also spoke of her compassion for individuals who had fallen on hard times, whom she would regularly visit and support.


Although in my early years I found her somewhat awesome, and we had some stormy interludes in my teens after my return from three years in America, we grew much closer in later years. Her enormous energy, her integrity, loyalty and support sustained me in good and difficult times. I remember her with great affection and gratitude.


George


I cannot make reference to the closer members of my family without mentioning George. George was a brown and white fox terrier of immense character. I was given him by my godfather after I had a long illness. He was chosen by my godfather’s wife, from Harrods. Originally he was intended for clients in Nigeria, but she insisted that they should be sent a substitute. We lived in London before the war and used to exercise George in Hyde Park. One of his delights was to find an enormous branch broken off a tree which he would pick up in his mouth and charge ahead – unfortunately on several occasions laddering the silk stockings of unsuspecting pedestrians!


George was also capable of being a thief. My family had taken a furnished house in Woolacombe before the war for a holiday and the landlady had unwisely placed a leg of lamb on the lower shelf of a trolley. The temptation was too great for George – he rushed out of the house carrying our Sunday joint with him! On another occasion he visited Mrs Horney’s bakery in Limpsfield and after a lot of noise, appropriated a large cream bun with which he ran out of the shop, with Mrs Horney in hot pursuit!


George was very amorous. He had a long-standing relationship with a certain Georgina, who was also a smooth-haired fox terrier. He would visit her almost every day of his life and they had several litters. He was not averse to fighting over other ladies, but as he got older his battles were less and less successful. He would somehow drag himself home and lie on his back outside the back door letting out the most blood-curdling howl, which meant he wanted tender loving care. He usually had a torn ear which needed to be bathed, or a wound to be cleaned. To round off the treatment, he would be wrapped up in a blanket with a hot water bottle and revived with a drop of brandy, to which he was very partial. Within three or four days, if the door was open, he would shoot out in quest of further battles.


I only found him bad-tempered on one occasion. During the war we were in Doodlebug Alley. This involved a great cluster of barrage balloons in our area, designed to intercept V1s and V2s before they reached the heavily populated area of London. The V1s cut out their engines and gave one a few seconds’ notice that they were liable to explode. On one such occasion a V1 cut out overhead and my mother dived into the cupboard under the stairs, where there was just room for two people to squat, and grabbed George by the tail and pulled him into the cupboard – whereupon, from a combination of shock and pride, he bit her. In fact he had cause to be grateful since the whole of the kitchen floor was covered in splintered glass.


George had one distressing complaint from an early age, namely that he had terrible wind. On one occasion in mid-winter, we were driving in the car with all the windows up when George gave us a really fruity one. My family turned on him and said: ‘You filthy dog’. I, aged six at the time, unswervingly loyal to my dog, was alleged to have said: ‘As a matter of fact, I rather like it!’


Uncle Mumpy and Aunt Vlolet


A great eccentric in the family was my great uncle Mumpy, my grandmother’s brother, Ralph Wood. He lived in a Queen Anne cottage, known as Flint Cottage, on Box Hill. He was a great collector: almost every object in the house was worthy of a place in a museum, but that would not prevent him from using them. So you might find yourself eating off a Ming plate with a James II silver spoon.


One slightly macabre acquisition was a burial vault in the church at Mickleham. The local squire had a row with the parson so, in high dudgeon, he decided to open his family vault and take all the coffins down to Cornwall to be placed in his wife’s family vault. Although the Mickleham vault was large in size, Uncle Mumpy insisted that its use be restricted to my grandmother and grandfather, my great aunt and himself. In this way they could have an undisturbed rubber of bridge!


Uncle Mumpy was a great defender of Box Hill, and woe betide any cyclist who dared to bicycle on the sacred slopes. On one occasion, he thrust his stick into the spokes of a cyclist’s wheel, causing him to be jettisoned over his handlebars! ‘I shall have you prosecuted’, said the cyclist. ‘And I shall have you prosecuted for breaching the bye-laws’, retorted Uncle Mumpy. His heart condition was not particularly well suited to these encounters. After a few more exchanges they both decided to call it a day. The threats were duly withdrawn.


However, he did have a brush with the law. One of his peccadillos was to travel for a few stations on the railway without holding a valid ticket: if he was travelling from stations A to Z he would buy a ticket from stations A to L; he then travelled without a ticket for the next few stations and then purchased a ticket to cover the remainder of the journey. He was only denying the railway a few shillings but was in due course discovered and was to be prosecuted before a stipendiary magistrates’ court. In panic he came to see my father asking him to defend him. My father wanted to give the matter some thought, since the appearance of a KC at a magistrates’ court could well produce unwelcome publicity. Eventually he agreed, with one proviso: that Mumpy mustn’t mind was said about him in court. He agreed. My father opened: ‘Sir, before you is a very silly old man living a rather pathetic, you may think, last fling before settling down to obscurity. He is so shocked at what he has done that he has already received his own punishment.’ At this Mumpy jumped to his feet, shook his fists and cried out that this was outrageous. Calm was eventually restored. Either due to my father’s pathos or to Mumpy’s eccentric outburst, he was bound over and in the course of time my father was forgiven.


One joy of Flint Cottage was that my great aunt and uncle gave shelter in the war for a time to Sir Max and Lady Beerbohm, who had been bombed out of their home at Abinger. Sir Max was entrancing. One of my prize possessions is his cartoon of the Liberal front bench of 1910, which years later I was to show to Churchill – as I mention elsewhere. One breakfast when the news from the front had been particularly bad, Max put down his newspaper with a groan and said to his wife: ‘Oh, Florence’. ‘What is it, Max?’ she replied. ‘Florence, the toast is cold.’


Flint Cottage had previously belonged to George Meredith, and the chalet in which he did much of his writing stood in the garden. Max was fascinating when reminiscing about Meredith, the Rossettis and Pre-Raphaelites generally. I have referred elsewhere to Max’s lifestyle in Rapallo, to which he returned after the war.


My great aunt Violet was no less a character than my great uncle. I remember being taken one afternoon to a cinema in Dorking. Aunt Violet bought 1s 3d tickets, which plonked us down in the very front rows. My aunt protested that it was much too close to the screen for her liking, so she moved back and sat in the 2s 9d seats, which were infinitely superior. She was asked by an usher to show her tickets, and when it was pointed out to her she was sitting in a 2s 9d seat for a 1s 3d ticket she replied that she couldn’t see in their beastly seats in the front, and was compelled to move further back. If they didn’t want her custom, they must say so. Since the cinema was virtually deserted, they did not feel that this was an issue on which they were disposed to do battle then, and, as far as I know, on her future visits.


On an occasion during the war she was rung one evening by the Dorking police station to say that a sergeant was on duty on Box Hill and was needed urgently. Could she try to find him? She thought this was rather a tall order but would do her best. She proceeded to take down all the black-out curtains and blinds, put on all the lights and waited. Within next to no time an irate sergeant appeared and said did she want the Germans to land, or at the very least come over on a bombing raid? ‘No’, said Aunt Violet, ‘I am not expecting the Germans, but was waiting for you to tell you that you must go down to the police station at once’.


Uncle Geoffry Christie-Miller


I knew aunts and uncles on my mother’s side better than on my father’s. One notable exception was my Uncle Geoffry, who, as I have already mentioned, married my father’s sister, Olive. When my father died we were very hard up, since for several years he had not been earning fees at the Bar, having given up his practice in order to devote himself full time to war work. Uncle Geoffry immediately volunteered to see me through Eton, Oxford and my call to the Bar. I once said to him: ‘Uncle Geoffry, I can never thank you enough for what you have done for me.’ ‘Yes, you can’, came the reply. ‘I am a director of the family business, Christy’s, who make hats. Always wear a hat, it is a good advertisement for the trade.’ I always have, in piam memoriam. And for not the least of reasons, the fact that one loses 25 per cent of one’s body heat through the head! A hat is more important to me than an overcoat.


Uncle Geoffry was a great stickler for people being on time. On one occasion Queen Elizabeth (now the Queen Mother) visited the hat factory and was shown round by Uncle Geoffry. She stopped on several occasions to talk to the workers and Uncle Geoffry was heard to cry out: ‘Come along, come along, Ma’am, or you will be late for the Mayor of Stockport!’ He was keenly involved in the affairs of the Territorial Army and as an ardent Conservative was particularly chuffed to receive a KCB on the recommendation of the Labour Defence Minister, Emmanuel Shinwell.


Caroline



Gate-crashing a royal event



Caroline and I announced our engagement on 1 April 1968. That evening, I was due to attend a government dinner at Lancaster House to mark the 50th Anniversary of the RAF. I had visions of my being photographed in white tie and tails whilst Caroline, deserted, would be cooking over her stove in her flat. A recent innovation was that after a government dinner there would be a reception for spouses and others invited to attend. I was pretty sure that this would apply on this occasion and so I arranged to meet her at the front door just as soon as the speeches were over. I sought out Denis Healey, who was Defence Minister, to clear the arrangement with him. Denis told me that it was not that sort of event – no wives had been invited. The only ladies who would be there were the Queen, the Queen Mother, Princess Margaret, the Duchess of Gloucester and Princess Marina of Kent and their ladies-in-waiting. Additionally, there would be a few WAP officers representing the main RAF Stations. I asked him what I should do in the circumstances, and he nobly replied: ‘She has probably had her hair done and got out her frock, she’d better come’, for which I have always been grateful to him. Caroline duly arrived. She was, of course, even more conspicuous than usual by reason of the absence of other spouses or future spouses. The Queen Mother was first and said: ‘We needn’t ask who this is’. Next the Queen arrived and said: ‘Is this …?’ ‘Yes, Ma’am, it is.’ The other royal ladies followed suit. I said to Caroline: ‘Since we had only announced our engagement that afternoon, a royal presentation the same evening was pretty good going!’


Time and again in tributes paid to Caroline she is summed up in one word, ‘radiant’, to which I would add, ‘serene’. She brought warmth to every situation in which she was involved. We were married in the Chapel at Lambeth Palace by the Bishop of Crediton, Wilfred Westall, and given the blessing by the Archbishop of Canterbury, Michael Ramsey. Both were treasured friends, which brought an added happiness to the event, and Joan Ramsey became our son Rupert’s godmother. We were then generously lent the Royal Academy of Arts for our reception, which was 1,500-strong, a month after the wedding.


Caroline was blessed with countless gifts. Her knowledge of birds and plants gave added joy to being in the country. Her job at Sotheby’s underpinned her love of the fine arts. From her experience with a firm of interior decorators, she had become an accomplished seamstress and made most of the furnishings in our homes at Higher Chuggaton and Ashley Gardens. She took great delight in Rupert and although he was not old enough to remember her, he is very conscious of the part she has played in his life and cherishes this.


Politics was a new experience. When we went on our honeymoon in Elba, a ham-fisted attempt was made to stage a coup against me as Liberal leader. We learnt of this incredibly ill-timed operation by seeing a banner headline in the English newspapers. Caroline innocently asked: ‘Is it always like this?’ ‘No’, I replied, ‘just sometimes’.


Twenty-five months after our marriage Caroline was killed in a car accident. It felt as if my life had come to an end. Thank God I had Rupert, and met Marion who bound up my wounds. It is seldom given to a man to be blessed with two such matchless women.


Before I remarried, one of the more daunting problems was to organise my life, involving, as it did, a busy parliamentary career, to enable me to give sufficient time and attention to my son. This involved trying to finish committee meetings at a reasonable time, and in debates I tried to be called as early as possible. This would normally enable me to get back to the flat to put Rupert to bed and read him a story. I tried to find an hour during the day when I could take him to Lambeth Palace gardens, where Michael Ramsey, the Archbishop of Canterbury, generously allowed us to roam freely, which gave us some privacy.


I was very fortunate that, immediately following Caroline’s accident, help was at hand. One of Caroline’s closest friends, Vivienne Franklin, who grew up with her during the war and was virtually her sister, arrived on the scene and offered to help look after Rupert and run the flat. I had met her once when she came to stay in Devon. She was a dedicated teacher and wonderful with children, and I am always grateful to her for the security and affection which she gave him. It is good to know now that she is married, with her own son, Charles.


Marlon and musicians


For once the press got it right! In January 1972, the pianist Moura Lympany, who is an old friend, telephoned me to ask whether I would like to go to a concert at the Festival Hall the following week to hear Nathan Milstein play the Beethoven violin concerto. The business of the house was fairly free on the night in question, so I accepted the invitation gladly. Moura told me that we were invited to supper afterwards at Marion Harewood’s. In the car, Moura boldly announced her object was to bring together Marion and myself, since it was her view that we should get married. When I recovered my equilibrium I said that I hoped Marion hadn’t been told the same thing, since the evening would be rather embarrassing as I had only once briefly met her, in 1952. Moura assured me that she hadn’t been so informed. The evening was to prove not only memorable, but eventful as well. Marion and I married in 1973, and our silver wedding was celebrated in 1998 with a reception in the National Liberal Club. The evening was even more enriched by Moura Lympany’s presence.


One of the many joys of being married to Marion is that of attending musical events, which before I had very often turned down on the grounds of parliamentary duties. As a child, I was often taken to Sunday concerts at the Queen’s Hall, alas destroyed by bombs during the war. My earliest encounter with musicians was probably my meeting with Sir Thomas Beecham. I wrote to him saying that I was aged eight and was one of his fans – might I be allowed to come round and see him after a concert to pay my respects? The message came back that Sir Thomas would be very pleased to see me. My mother and I duly arrived in his dressing room, where he gave me a warm welcome. He asked whether I was attending the following Sunday concert as well and if so, where would I be sitting. I said, rather precociously: ‘In my usual place in the front row’. On the following Sunday Sir Thomas mounted the podium with tremendous dignity – turned round, saw me, and gave me an enormous wink. My day was made.


The stories about Beecham are legion and most of them true. I like particularly the one of Beecham travelling in a non-smoking compartment of a train when a lady asked whether Sir Thomas would mind if she smoked. ‘Provided’, replied Beecham ‘that you don’t mind my being sick!’ ‘Sir’ replied the lady, ‘I don’t think you know who I am. I am one of the director’s wives’. ‘I don’t mind, Madam, if you are the director’s only wife, I should still be sick!’


Throughout my life, music has always played an important part. Marion’s dowry included her close friendships with many leading musicians. She herself had grown up in Vienna in a musical world, as the daughter of Erwin Stein, eminent musicologist, and was herself a pianist. Amongst her early recollections are her father’s colleagues and friends, the composers Alban Berg and Anton von Webern, and indeed Schoenberg, the founder of the Second Viennese School. When the Stein family sought refuge in the UK in 1938, she came to know Benjamin Britten, who was to be a life-long inspiration. I first met Ben at a gala concert at Covent Garden, ‘Fanfare to Britain’, in 1973, to celebrate our joining the European Community. Marion introduced us, and I noticed that he was wearing his Order of Merit back to front. I had the temerity to point this out, to which he replied that he was aware of this, but if the decoration was worn the other way round, it carried the words ‘For Merit’, which he found somewhat embarrassing!


Sadly, I only really got to know him after he had had major surgery, shortly after our wedding. He never fully recovered from the operation, and therefore I did not have the privilege of hearing him either as a conductor or as a pianist. Over the years, I have come to know and love his music, and I have heard all his operas in many parts of the world. Ben was blessed with many qualities in addition to his musical genius. His hatred of war and violence led him to write ‘War Requiem’, which was first performed in the rebuilt Coventry Cathedral, which had been destroyed in the war. He and Peter Pears showed great courage in returning from the US at the height of the war in 1942 on the first available boat, knowing that as conscientious objectors, he and Peter would have to face a tribunal, which could, as in the case of Michael Tippett, involve being sent to prison. Given the short time I knew him, I was aware of his powers of perception and his compassion for people and causes.


Peter Pears was not only a great singer, but unlike all too many of his colleagues, he was conspicuous in his clear articulation of words. Certainly, there was never any doubt in what language he was singing! His superb technique, which had exemplified his long career, enabled him to make his debut at the Metropolitan Opera in New York at the age of sixty-four, in Britten’s opera Death in Venice. Amongst his many interests he had a flair for collecting pictures, often by as yet unknown young artists. He and Ben amassed a large library of scores and books, which formed the nucleus of what is now the Britten-Pears library at Aldeburgh. Most importantly, the Library contains a unique collection of the composer’s manuscripts. After Ben’s death, the Treasury accepted a proportion of the manuscripts in lieu of death duties, vesting their ownership in the British Library. Through the persistence of two of Britten’s executors, Isador Caplan and Donald Mitchell, and to the credit of the British Library and the Treasury, the manuscripts were allowed to remain on permanent loan in Aldeburgh at the Britten-Pears Library. As a result, the library now houses a unique concentration of the work of one composer, to the great benefit of scholars and students of his music.


The great Russian cellist and musician, Mstislav Rostropovich, and his wife, the soprano Galina Vishnevskaya, are also close friends. Apart from his musicianship, Slava is a man of immense courage. He gave shelter to Alexander Solzhenitsyn at a time when he was persona non grata with the Soviet authorities. For this and his opposition to the totalitarian regime, he himself fell from favour. He and his wife were granted temporary leave of absence to perform abroad, but learned from a radio broadcast that they had been stripped of their Soviet citizenship. With the advent of Yeltsin, Shiva flew into Moscow unannounced to play his cello as an act of solidarity. Their citizenship has now been restored.


As a musician he is superb – the sound that he is able to draw from his cello is magical and almost has the variety of a full symphony orchestra. I once asked him how he had acquired the scratch mark down one side of his Stradivarius. ‘Oh’, said Slava, ‘Napoleon’. At the time before spikes were fitted to the base of the cello, the player had to hold the instrument in place with one foot wedged into the waist of the cello. The story goes that Napoleon had asked Duport, the owner of the Strad, whether he might be allowed to play the instrument, which was readily conceded. But Napoleon forgot that he was wearing spurs, hence the scratch mark.


I mention two examples of Slava’s immense sense of humour. On Peter Pears’s 70th birthday, there was a concert at the Snape Makings Concert Hall in his honour. In the course of the concert Murray Perahia, who was taking part in the programme, announced that although Rostropovich’s commitments made it impossible for him to fly over from America to play at this special concert, nevertheless he had sent one of his most promising pupils to play on his behalf. The most drab looking woman in a faded green dress, straw hat and never-to-be-forgotten yellow plastic shoes appeared on the stage. She sat down to polite applause and after what seemed like an eternity, took off her hat, started to unbutton her dress and lo, underneath, dressed in a dinner jacket, was Rostropovich! It was a total surprise to everyone.


After the Aldeburgh Festival in 1968, Slava, Ben and Marion were driving to Rose Hill in Cumberland, where Ben and Slava were due to give a recital. They planned to spend the night on the way up at Harewood House. Slava was most anxious to know how protocol indicated that he should address the Princess Royal, who would be at Harewood. ‘I take it I curtsy’, said Slava. He was told that this was quite the wrong thing to do and that she would be acutely embarrassed. The next day or so before leaving Aldeburgh, Slava was seen walking up the High Street, stopping every now and then practising his curtsy. When the party, en route for Harewood, reached Lincoln for lunch, Slava reverted to his intention to curtsy to the Princess Royal. At that stage Ben realised that there was a very real likelihood of Slava doing just this. He entreated Slava to put the idea out of his head and said: ‘I’ll do anything within reason if you promise not to curtsy’. ‘Anything?’ said Slava. ‘Then will you write me six unaccompanied cello suites in return for my agreeing not to curtsy?’ Ben agreed, and a contract was drawn up on the back of the hotel menu. Three cello suites were written before Ben’s death.


When the Benjamin Britten opera theatre was opened at the Royal College of Music, various bigwigs were invited to place some contemporary object or document under the foundation stone. Slava’s contribution was a copy of the Lincoln hotel contract.


Slava was invited to play at our musical evening at Covent Garden, which was generously lent to Marion and myself to celebrate our wedding in 1973. The authorities in Moscow deliberately prevaricated and in essence refused him permission to travel to the UK despite the fact that a senior member of the Foreign Office had personally spoken to Gromyko about the invitation. When Slava was eventually to come to the UK he offered to give a charity concert to make up for our disappointment. We were lent Exeter Cathedral, and I chose the Barnstaple Parish Church Appeal Fund and the Caroline Thorpe Children’s Fund as the benefiting charities. The cathedral was packed out on a glorious September evening to hear Slava play a programme of three unaccompanied Bach suites. He took the West Country by storm.


Another landmark in my life was Yehudi Menuhin, whose death is deeply mourned by the countless number of people who knew and loved him. The first soloist I heard was Yehudi with his sister, Hepzibah, at the Queen’s Hall in 1937, when I was eight. Exactly forty years later at the Albert Hall, Yehudi played at the Liberal Party centenary concert, when my son, Rupert, also aged eight, heard his first soloist, who again was Yehudi.


To celebrate his 21st birthday on 14 November 1969, Prince Charles held a musical evening at Buckingham Palace, at which Yehudi played. Driving home, my wife Caroline remarked:


‘I suppose one of the great advantages of being the Prince of Wales is that you can get Yehudi Menuhin to play for you specially’. After her death, I received a letter of sympathy from Sir Robert Mayer saying if he ever he could be of help I must let him know. Recalling our conversation following the Palace concert, and on a sudden impulse, I picked up the telephone and rang Sir Robert to ask him whether it would be thought very presumptuous for him to inquire whether Yehudi Menuhin would be able to play at Caroline’s memorial service. Within ten minutes Yehudi was on the telephone to me to ask very diffidently whether I would like him to play at the service. It was a wonderfully generous offer; Yehudi played Bach’s unaccompanied Chaconne, and, with Robert Masters, the slow movement of Bach’s Double Violin Concerto. It was a sublime and moving experience.


Yehudi, with his sister Hepzibah, also played at the Covent Garden wedding concert, and chose Beethoven’s Spring Sonata for Violin and Piano. It was an evening of the giants, with Clifford Curzon and Murray Perahia playing Mozart’s Sonata for two pianos in D major; James Bowman, Peter Pears, John Shirley-Quirk and Steuart Bedford (piano), sang Benjamin Britten’s Fourth Canticle – ‘The Journey of the Magi’; Janet Baker sang Schubert and Handel and Robert Tear four British Folksongs arranged by Benjamin Britten. The evening was a great tribute to Marion, that so many of her friends should have readily agreed to take part in that marvellous musical occasion.


During Marion’s presidency of the South West Arts Association, it was suggested that to mark the Association’s 25th anniversary there should be an event known as ‘President’s Choice’ – the president to decide whom in invite and where to stage the concert. It was against this background that a packed parish church at South Molton in North Devon had the privilege to hear Yehudi play. Yehudi and Slava, in their different ways have espoused great causes outside and beyond music. I doubt whether there are any personalities in the world of music who are more beloved in their time for their artistry, compassion and humanity.


One of the first events in my marriage was that within six months Marion made me a grandfather (albeit a step-) without any intervening generation. There are now eleven grandchildren, each of whom is devoted to their grandmother, who in turn takes an intense interest in the life of each one of them. The same deep affection is felt by the four sons – the three Lascelles, David, James and Jeremy, and the Thorpe – Rupert. I am a very lucky man.
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