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Praise for Making Things Happen



“This is the story of a gifted man – blessed with good health and a discerning eye – more interested in what’s right than who’s right and, in his words, ‘putting bread before circuses’, believing, as I do, that a market economy needs a moral framework of trust and fairness. His co-founding of the Centre for Policy Studies did more than anything to change the course of post-war British politics, as it led a political revolution. Armed with ‘there is an alternative’, Mrs T. and Sir Keith Joseph boarded the Tory ship of state, threw the Heath crew overboard and sailed off in a different direction, breaking the post-war consensus. It has been my pleasure to work with him over the years. Discussing a huge variety of shared interests – which this book reveals – has been greatly rewarding, as I hope it will be to others.”


– Frank Field, Labour MP and former Cabinet minister




 





“Nigel Vinson was an influential Thatcherite whose role in helping to reverse the direction of British politics has not, until now, been properly recognised. More remarkably, he exemplified – and continues to exemplify in his ninth decade – the so-called vigorous virtues that lay at the heart of the Thatcher programme. Entrepreneurial, dynamic, inventive, practical, patriotic, robust and optimistic, Vinson possesses in abundance those aspects of the national character that, for a time, were stifled by state control, but which Thatcher knew must be encouraged if Britain was to overcome its economic and political malaise.”


– John O’Sullivan, writer and former senior adviser to Margaret Thatcher




 





“Nigel Vinson has a mind like a rapier, searching out the potential of new ideas and evaluates them. I would have loved to have had him as one of my PhD students.”


– Professor Ian Fells, academic and government adviser on energy strategy
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Introduction





BY THE TIME he was thirty-nine, Nigel Vinson had achieved what many strive to achieve by the time they are sixty. He had created and built up a successful company and made enough money to retire, although it is unlikely that so active a man was ever tempted to do so. Despite not possessing a single technical qualification he had also established a reputation as an original thinker of ideas as well as new products, which is why he continues to be described in his passport as ‘inventor’.


Plastic Coatings, the company he founded in 1952, was one of the first to find the technical means to apply a coating of plastic to metal and to recognise the huge number of uses that this would have. Over the next fourteen years his workforce increased by some 20 per cent a year; by the time the company was successfully floated on the London Stock Exchange in 1969 it was the largest of its kind in Europe, employing over 1,000 people in five different UK locations. Vinson had always disliked large-scale production units and hated the then fashionable belief that big was beautiful.


The company, which he had started in a single Nissen hut in Guildford seventeen years earlier with one employee and a secretary, was now a substantial concern and set to grow still larger.


In the past, Vinson had welcomed every new employee with a handshake, if possible on his or her first day. Developing employment policies, which were far advanced for their time and subsequently copied by others (and now would be called Quaker Capitalism), he had systematically eliminated the distinction between ‘workers’ and ‘staff’. But the company had grown to the point where it was no longer possible to maintain the same level of personal involvement. When, to use one of Vinson’s favourite phrases, it was no longer possible ‘to walk the ship’, he realised that life was not going to be as rewarding as in the past. 


At the company’s flotation, he remarkably gave 10 per cent of the proceeds to the workforce in the form of share options in recognition of their contribution to the company’s success. Two years later, while still owning 54 per cent of what was then a public company, he agreed to sell his majority holding to Imperial Tobacco who were looking to diversify, continuing as chairman until they were satisfied that the business had settled down under its new management. No contract was deemed necessary – a handshake was sufficient to seal the arrangement. Vinson, a non-smoker, turned down a place on the Imperial Board. Having ceased to walk the ship, he walked away, explaining to friends that he saw no point in spending the rest of his life amassing wealth for its own sake.


Vinson’s subsequent career, which has been no less remarkable, reflected a desire to play a role in public life and, if possible, try to find answers to the economic and political problems that confronted Britain in the 1970s. By seeking the wider application of ideas that he had developed when running his own company, and by helping or funding others, Vinson believed he could make a useful contribution in reversing Britain’s economic and political decline. His enormously practical nature, great energy and infectious enthusiasm meant that there was no shortage of such requests; he was quite clearly a man who could make things happen – and he remains so even in his eighties.


As a young businessman, he had concluded that free enterprise was by far the best means to generate wealth and that the increasing scope of the state in seeking to own, regulate or control economic activity was inimical to economic growth and to liberty. He had come to appreciate that the market order was important in ensuring the existence of multiple sources of patronage for the artist, social reformer and inventor. And he also concluded that the wider ownership of wealth was essential if both its material and non-material benefits were to be more widely understood. His desire to ensure the wider diffusion of economic power was to remain a lifelong preoccupation.


Recognising that the radical policies needed to reverse Britain’s decline could not be introduced without a fundamental change to the prevailing intellectual climate, Vinson assisted those engaged in an attempt to reverse the direction of political and economic thought in this country. He was invited to join the board of the Institute of Economic Affairs (IEA), which, under the leadership of Ralph Harris and Arthur Seldon, was to acquire a justified reputation as the most successful free-market think tank in history, helping to fund it at a time when money was in short supply. Twenty years later he was chairman for seven years and he has supported it throughout his lifetime. The IEA transformed the climate of economic opinion in Britain and beyond. Sir Alastair Burnet, editor of The Economist and a prominent neo-Keynesian, offered first-hand testimony of the process of how intellectual conversion was carried out:




They came it seemed like spies in the night … They were polite, even courteous, plainly intelligent fellows who enjoyed an argument. Only after a bit did it become apparent that they usually won their arguments. The well-drilled ranks of us Keynesians began to suffer uncomfortable casualties. The Butskellite regiments, entrenched in the ministries and universities, had severe butchers’ bills. The intellectual concussion caused by the IEA conducted by Ralph Harris and Arthur Seldon … upon the body politic and economic was cumulative and, eventually, decisive.





Vinson went on to help Margaret Thatcher and Keith Joseph found the Centre for Policy Studies (CPS) which took the arguments for the market economy more directly into the political arena, playing a major role in its activities. Recognising the centre’s role in changing the direction of modern British political history, Mrs Thatcher said later: ‘The Centre for Policy Studies was where our Conservative revolution began.’ When Vinson resigned as the centre’s honorary treasurer in 1980, Thatcher acknowledged that its achievements would not have been possible without his involvement.


As chairman of one of the CPS study groups, Vinson was directly responsible for proposals resulting in reforms that enabled company employees to take their pensions with them without penalty when changing jobs; he can also take credit for the ideas behind Pension Equity Plans (PEPs), as well as for the Enterprise Allowance scheme, which gave financial support to unemployed people to start their own businesses. Many Cabinet ministers have left office without achieving nearly as much.


Despite his growing influence and contribution to public life over four decades, and his elevation to the peerage in 1984, Vinson’s name remains largely unknown to the public. This is partly because he does not seek the limelight and does not relish being continually in the public eye, and partly because – although offered a junior ministerial post, which he turned down – he has not held elected office. It is also a reflection of the fact that much of his time, as well as a great deal of his personal wealth, has been expended on helping others without seeking attention for himself. Nigel Vinson occasionally moves from centre stage in this account of his achievements because so much of what he has done has been accomplished through mobilising others, supporting them, motivating them and doing all he can to ensure that their contributions were acknowledged and rewarded.


Those he has helped have included not just think tanks, but pressure groups, campaign bodies, charities, libertarian causes (although he is not a libertarian in the accepted sense of the term), organisations promoting the arts and crafts, educational projects, wildlife protection groups (including those for salmon stocks in the North Sea and the survival of songbirds), as well as support for writers, scholars and numerous other individuals. As with most good deeds, the result has been a ripple effect as the consequences of his actions have extended far beyond the original recipients. Since Vinson has targeted his charitable giving wisely, the impact of his generosity has been beneficial as well as pervasive. Although running into the millions, it is difficult to quantify the extent of his philanthropy in financial terms: he has never seen the point in adding up the sums he has given to charitable and political causes, or the still larger sum he has raised for such purposes from others.


In the Lords, Vinson established a reputation as a highly conscientious, independent-minded Conservative peer with a deep understanding of the problems of industry, ranging from small firms to nationalised industries, as well as an acute awareness of the unintended consequences of regulation – the result of his directorships of the British Airports Authority and the Barclays main board.


Increasing scepticism about the value of Britain’s membership of the European Union, for which he had voted in the 1975 referendum, led him to put down a series of questions about the costs of EU membership. By the time of the Maastricht Treaty in 1992, he had concluded that the economic and political costs of membership were excessive and that the very nature of the European project meant that it could never be fully democratically accountable. As chairman of the Better Off Out Group from 2008–11, he warned in August 2012 that, unless the Tory leadership took steps to repatriate powers from Brussels, he would resign the Tory whip and join UKIP. He also funded a serious study by Ian Milne to provide a rigorous cost benefit analysis of UK membership.


The wide diversity of Nigel Vinson’s interests is the consequence of an innate sense of the fitness of things and an instinct, almost a reflex action, to seek solutions the moment he recognises a problem. As those who know him well have observed, he is constitutionally incapable of ignoring problems if he believes that he can make a contribution to their resolution – irrespective of whether the problem in question lies in the field of economic policy or in the social life of the rural community of Northumberland, in which he lives. 


Some of the many public tasks he took on because he was asked to do so, and because he judged them worthwhile, have included the directorship of the Queen’s Silver Jubilee Appeal, the chairmanship of the Crafts Council of Great Britain and the chairmanship of the Rural Development Commission (RDC), a role for which his love of the countryside and his understanding of small enterprises enabled him to bring new life and hope to rural communities by sweeping away restrictions on economic activity. In each case he refused payment, explaining that he believed those who could afford to do so should take on public service without pay.


His increasingly influential role in public life has been combined with farming and family interests, to which he brought the same drive and focus.


Nigel Vinson can take pride in having been one of the first Thatcherites – but Thatcherites come in different varieties. He is apt to take issue with those who talk or write about the market economy as if it were an entirely impersonal matter that functions irrespective of wider social factors and the moral climate. The only impersonal aspect of the market order, he points out, is price mechanism. Otherwise it is entirely a matter of human interaction, its great virtue lying in its sensitivity to changing human preferences. But he has always been at pains to stress that if the market is to work efficiently, it depends on trust – which in turn depends upon the moral conduct of individuals – and that markets, like humans, are never perfect.


Asked to explain the key to good business management and getting the best out of people, he told a journalist:




Human nature is naturally helpful. I have always believed in two things: first that most people are intrinsically nice and they want to be so; and that if you treat others as you would wish to be treated yourself, then it makes the world go round. A philosophy as old as time.





He reflected further:




I was born lucky – too young for the last war and too old for the next – into a well-off family during a period of unprecedented economic growth – and had drummed into me early that there are obligations that go with privilege and the blessing of good health, once called noblesse oblige.





Nigel Vinson’s philosophy springs from a strongly religious background, both at home and at school – and, as this book reveals, he has been deeply influenced by it.


He would, however, describe himself as a ‘partly doubtful’ Christian – unable to accept the virgin birth, believing that Christ was possibly more of a Messiah than the Son of God, and unpersuaded about an afterlife. Even so, he embraces – and has attempted to promote – Christian morality throughout his life, ‘because it brings a hugely important moral framework and social cohesion to society. Science can never have an explanation as to where the energy of the universe comes from’ – so he believes we should be in awe of, and give thanks for, the beauty of the earth and the miracle of a possibly God-given existence.


During the battle of political ideas that was waged in the 1970s and early ’80s, some may have been impatient with the reiteration of Vinson’s ‘do as you would be done by’ moral philosophy. Forty years on, following the banking crisis and reduced public confidence in almost every national institution, his insistence that economic outcomes are significantly influenced by the moral conduct of individuals is less easily dismissed. Moreover, if Vinson’s approach to political and economic issues had been more widely shared, it is arguable that there would have been no need for Tory politicians to engage in an inappropriate exercise to rebrand the party’s image.


This biography tells the story of a man whose influence, both direct and indirect, has been considerably greater than is widely realised; one who was often ahead of the trend, who saw through fashionable shibboleths and who, in his own life, has fully lived up to his belief that economic arrangements work best when individuals behave decently towards one another.

















CHAPTER 1


To the manor born





NETTLESTEAD PLACE IS a beautiful fourteenth-century manor house set in the valley of the River Medway, just where the river cuts its way through the Greensand Ridge. The site borders a prehistoric track that follows the south side of the crest of the Ridge and crosses the river by means of a ford. The house, which in its early days served as a monastery, is listed in the Domesday Book. It later became a grand family house, standing just a short distance from the small parish church of St Mary’s, whose origins also go back to Saxon times and whose fifteenth-century stained glass windows depict angels bearing heraldic shields. The main wing of the house, aligned east–west, is the oldest part and contains the crypt built in 1180, with the fifteenth-century extension to its eastern end. In the early 1920s, the house was rescued from a state of chronic disrepair, having been relegated to the role of oast house for two centuries. Ronald Vinson, a gentleman farmer of Huguenot descent, purchased the house and commissioned the architect Percy Morley Horder, famous for his design of congregational churches and Lloyd George’s house at Walton Heath, to restore and extend Nettlestead so that once again it could become a family home. The east wing was enlarged and other major changes included the addition of two chimneys. The basic design of the gardens included some ancient trees – most notably a walnut, reputed to be 700 years old, and a medlar tree, whose drooping arms spread 50 ft across, making it an ideal place for children to play hide-and-seek. A large stew pond containing carp was fed by a spring delivering 10,000 gallons of crystal clear water a day. This pond was preserved while a second, smaller pond was turned into a rose garden.


It was at Nettlestead Place that Nigel, the second son of Ronald Vinson by his second wife Bettina, was born on 27 January 1931. ‘Born ten days early and been in a hurry ever since,’ she said.


Set within its own farmland, the house, the church and the tithe barn situated just a short distance away were to remain in Nigel’s mind’s eye throughout his life. Sadly, the tithe barn, one of the finest in Kent, was destroyed in 1962 by a fire started by a careless smoker on a day when the gardens were on view to the public. Today, the house, which was sold by the Vinsons in 1976, is rented out for wedding receptions and the gardens are visited by a steady stream of horticulturists.


It would be something of an exaggeration to say that Nigel came into the world with a silver spoon in his mouth, although he and his brother Mark (born three and a half years earlier but tragically killed in a tractor accident aged thirty-five – before the days of safety roll bars) certainly enjoyed a privileged upbringing entirely free of care and want.


At an early age, Nigel learned to fish, ride and shoot and also developed a growing interest in the running of his father’s farms. By the age of seven, he could milk a cow; unfortunately the application of his skills in the milking shed resulted in ringworm, which continued to trouble him for a year. He was given his first pony Dapples and has continued to ride, often on a daily basis, throughout his life.


Most British food at that time was domestically produced. Food prices were high and rose higher during the Second World War. Rising farm income, combined with inherited wealth, meant that the Vinsons lived well; it was some time before Nigel realised the truth of his parents’ gentle reminders that not everyone was as fortunate. The family, before the war changed such lifestyles, employed five domestic staff including a butler, a housekeeper and two maids, not counting Violet – nanny to Mark and Nigel. Violet, the daughter of the Vinsons’ farm manager, had no formal training as a nanny but had been given the job because she struck them as personable, hardworking, conscientious and loving. The decision was a wise one. As a small boy, Nigel came to adore Violet, who clearly returned his affection – once describing him to others as ‘born wise’. He used to query ‘How can you walk through a looking glass?’ and ‘How can they go to sea in a sieve? They would sink’.


Violet kept a promise not to marry and to stay with the family until her charge was settled at school. Nigel remained in contact with Violet throughout her life, visiting her regularly, and he never forgot her birthday. For her part, Violet followed Nigel’s success with huge pride. When, in his thirties, Nigel confided to her his difficulties in finding a suitable wife, Violet was hugely sympathetic. Her daughter, Mrs Gillian Coppins, told me: ‘I remember her saying that her deepest wish was for Nigel to find a wife and be present to help when they started a family.’ This is exactly what happened. Thirty years later, Violet was on hand when Vonnie, Nigel’s wife, gave birth to Bettina, the first of their three daughters, who was named after his mother. Nigel recalls Violet as always busy and productive, sewing, tidying, making jam or preserves; he was deeply dismayed when she died from a heart attack in 1975, aged sixty-five, while shelling peas.


An outdoor staff of four included three gardeners and a chauffeur who maintained the family’s cars. These included a V8 Daimler which, he would be delighted to know, is as treasured today by a vintage car enthusiast as it was sixty years ago. He also serviced the generator, producing the 100-volt DC electricity on which the household relied entirely for energy, in common with those living in similar country houses.


Nigel and Mark sometimes speculated as to whether the main bedroom of the house, which was of Elizabethan origins and situated over the Norman crypt, was haunted – a view given substance by their stepbrother Kenneth’s solemn declaration that he had seen a ghost. More than seventy years later, Nigel can recall that when the family dogs approached the room, disobeying the rule that they should not be allowed upstairs, their hackles stood on end. On a deeper and more serious level, he has often reflected upon the impact of being brought up in a beautiful and ancient house, one that had evolved over time in response to the needs of those who lived in it, and the influence this has had on his own attitudes towards life and politics.


Vinson Senior owned four farms – Nettlestead, Bow Hill, Barming and Beckett’s on Romney Marsh – amounting in all to around 1,200 acres. It was an era of farm mechanisation and innovation, and Nigel’s father was among the first to acquire a tractor, replacing the horses by 1937.


When unwell at the age of six, Nigel was taken by Violet to stay for a few days with Mr and Mrs Martin, the Vinsons’ tenants at Beckett’s Farm – on land once owned by Thomas Beckett – in the hope that a change of scenery would restore his health. The farmhouse, which still stands, is 200 yards from Fairfield Church, made famous by Kipling’s poem ‘Brookland Road’:






O, Fairfield Church is water-bound


From autumn to the spring;


But it shall turn to high hill-ground


Before my bells do ring.








Nigel recalls that to reach the church it was necessary to walk along a causeway over marshland which, as Kipling had pointed out, was often flooded despite being drained by ancient dykes. On arrival at the church, the family would file into one of the box pews where, as a way of encouraging him to remain silent during the sermon, he was permitted to play with his favourite train.


Much more satisfactory from his point of view were the fishing trips when he accompanied Farmer Martin to the dykes, a haven for wildlife of all kinds. These teemed with eels and carp, some said to be more than a hundred years old. On one such expedition, the two of them caught ten carp which were placed in a dustbin prior to their transfer to the garden pond at Nettlestead. On another occasion he recalls being dragged closer and closer to the water’s edge by a giant eel on the end of his fishing line – an experience that was sufficiently frightening to a six-year-old to put him off his new hobby for several years.


Another childhood experience at Beckett’s that remained firmly in his memory concerned the farm’s shepherd, known locally as Old Addie, who appeared to be as old as time itself. Nigel watched as lambs were pushed into the shed in which Old Addie sat alone. What Nigel wanted to know from Violet was why it was that the lambs, part of a magnificent herd of Romneys, came to emerge hopping. It was only later that he grasped the correct explanation – namely that Old Addie’s jaws and teeth provided a quicker and more efficient method of castration than the sharpest knife!


As a young but increasingly knowledgeable observer of farming methods, Nigel witnessed farm horses being replaced by machines. He was a fan of both: he loved riding, but was also fascinated by machinery and wanted to know how it worked. From his father, who was recognised as the best shot in Kent – some said in England – he learned how to shoot and to fish. With his brother and local friends, he messed about on the boat that the family kept on the Medway, climbed ladders to pick cherries, and roamed freely over the farmland and the surrounding countryside without restriction and without constantly being told to be careful or not take risks.


In the immediate pre-war period, there were holidays at Lenzerheide in Switzerland – black tie at dinner and orchestras throughout – and visits to the Brux estate in Aberdeenshire, which provided exceptional opportunities to fish on the Don and shoot (Nigel was not attracted to the idea of shooting deer and turned down opportunities to do so). One holiday in this period took them to Salcombe where they were rowed out to see the wreck of one of the last grain clippers, the Herzogin Cecilie, who broke her back on the bar at night, having just achieved one of the fastest runs on record – eighty-six days from Australia.


His curiosity about the practical aspects of running a farm often centred on the activities of Tilsley, their carpenter, who patiently explained the rudiments of his craft, and to whose workshop the boy was a constant visitor. Years later, he could recall how Tilsley constructed one of the first carts to be drawn by a tractor, an early example of hybrid transport.


Learning by watching the farm craftsmen imbued in him an ingrained understanding of the time and effort needed to make things. This not only benefitted him in business but reinforced his comprehension of the intrinsic worth put into craftsmanship, both old and new – a judgement he was to value throughout his life.


Not even his parents’ determination to see that he was properly educated could destroy the sense of freedom and innocent inquiry he then enjoyed. Miss Dyson, a visiting governess, called on a daily basis to give lessons, where he was joined by three other local boys – one of whom, Mark Stratton, remained a great friend and they were even still fishing together in their eighties on the Grimersta, near Stornoway. Miss Dyson, an inspiring teacher, did everything she could to feed the hungry minds of her pupils and was popular with all her charges.


Nigel’s mother, the daughter of a GP, had been one of the first female medical students at Edinburgh but she gave up her studies to marry Ronald Vinson after the death of Constance, his first wife, during the pneumonia epidemic that followed the First World War. This had left him to bring up his three young sons – Kenneth, his twin Anthony (later killed in the war when piloting a bomber over Dresden) and John – but they all came to love and admire their stepmother. Although Bettina, by marrying early, was never able to achieve her ambition to qualify as a doctor, her sons’ occasional childhood illnesses provided her with the opportunity to apply her skills, a role in which, according to Nigel, she greatly excelled. The epitaph, subscribed by the old people’s home to which she gave ten years’ dedicated attention, read: Her loving kindness endeared her to many.


A voracious reader who consumed three books a week, Bettina supplemented the formal education provided by the incomparable Miss Dyson by reading to her sons from the classics. Kipling was a particular favourite and Nigel acquired a great regard for what he describes as ‘the poet’s perceptive common sense’. Conan Doyle was another. Despite his love of Kipling, he gradually developed an indifference towards novels, based on an instinctive belief that there were more worthwhile things to read and that real-life stories were far more interesting. He preferred to read biography and travel books.


For much of the time however, Nigel – a sensitive child – was left to his own devices, with his mother devoting much of her time to his brother Mark, who suffered from poor health. Vinson Senior had already fathered four sons by the time of Nigel’s birth, and hoped for a daughter; he burst into tears when it was another boy. It was perhaps this, coupled with a growing incompatibility with his wife, that caused him to give little time to his youngest child.


The lack of parental attention during Nigel’s early years – which he attributes to the effects of the war – was deeply felt, resulting in a sense of inadequacy and a vulnerability that was partly overcome by his natural self-confidence (a paradox only those very close to him have glimpsed). In later life, he was determined that his own children would never be sidelined in such a way. His childhood was also clouded by an increasing awareness that his parents’ marriage was far from ideal and that the differences between them were growing. Nevertheless, with limitless opportunities to develop his love of country sports and to indulge a growing interest in how things were made and assembled, with local friends as well as domestic staff and farm workers for company and with Violet to care for him and to take pride in his progress there were many compensations.


Shortly after his eighth birthday Nigel was sent to Brambletye, the family’s traditional preparatory school at East Grinstead, to which his elder brother and stepbrothers had all gone. Thirty years later, he was to become a governor of the school.


In a diary kept to record Nigel’s progress during the years 1939–54, his mother wrote: ‘Went off to Brambletye for first term: so brave at leaving … so self-possessed and good.’


His earliest impressions of the school centred on the beauty of the surroundings. Fifty years later he wrote: ‘Brambletye was set in the most beautiful grounds and I remember clearly playing marbles near the underground gym and lying under giant oak trees watching a horde of caterpillars letting themselves down on silken ropes from the branches above.’


An entry in his mother’s diary dated March 1939 reads:




Getting on so well. Happy and full of fun. Particularly good at football and rather devoted to Violet. Writes to her weekly … determined and self-possessed and self-reliant. Very interested in everything practical and good with his hands. Extremely affectionate to a very few. Doesn’t like correction, resents punishment. Full of life, fun, jokes and laughter.





Elsewhere in her diary she recorded that Nigel loved being read to and was subsequently reading books that were very advanced for his age. He is deeply indebted to his mother for the thirst of knowing the how and why, which has remained throughout his life.


The subsequent recollections of Nigel’s school friends confirm the truth of his mother’s observations, while calling into question the accuracy of her tribute to his prowess on the football field. Indifference to ball games, largely due to debilitating hay fever, deflected his energy to the school ranges, where he became a good shot, and remains so into his eighties.


School life was not perhaps quite as idyllic as his earlier years. In his view, those who declare that school days are the happiest days of their lives ‘must live pretty miserable lives thereafter’.


Nigel recalled later:




Many boys used to say how they longed to get back from their holidays so they could play sport and see their friends. To Mark and me it was the other way around. There was always something to do or see at home, whether it was boating on the Medway, watching massive old cherry tree stumps being blown up by dynamite to make way for replanting, helping to make butter, taking honey from the bees, seeing runner beans salted down in crocks for the winter, eggs being preserved in isinglass and fruit bottled in kilner jars – all before the age of home refrigeration. We were left alone on the pond in boats, to climb trees or to wander along the rail line that passed our house. I never remember my parents saying that we couldn’t do any of that because it was too dangerous. Human beings have fear and caution bred into their bones – and learn to assess risk at a very early age. Over-protection can impair this process – and spoil much innocent fun.





Brambletye was, and is, a very good school. Although discipline was tough by contemporary standards – with even minor misdemeanours being punished by blows from a fives bat – the teachers, who placed great emphasis on the development of character, were mostly kind and dedicated. The quality of teaching was high, although this later became patchy, as staff left to perform war service and it was difficult to find replacements. As a consequence, senior boys were given a role in helping to run the school and enjoyed much greater freedom than was to be the case at Pangbourne, his next school. Later, he recalled that so much stress was placed on adherence to a moral code emphasising the importance of owning up to one’s misdemeanours that, on more than one occasion, he confessed to misdemeanours he was uncertain of having committed.




There was an aura of trust about life at Brambletye. Anything anybody said was automatically taken as the truth. Nobody appeared to say anything that wasn’t the truth, and this perhaps has led me to trust everyone, until given reason not to … A deep underlying religious morality gave an unexpressed, wholesome atmosphere to life at the school. Perhaps this golden age of sensible levels of discipline helped instil moral certainty … John Blencowe [the headmaster] had a great sense of calling, and was also imbued with a formidable sense of duty … Nobody talked about rights. Duties and obligations were taken for granted.





Nigel arrived for his first term at Brambletye carrying a tool box, and later deeply impressed his contemporaries by constructing a crystal set, based on the design of a friend’s. ‘It was the start of a hugely rewarding hobby that led to an understanding of electronics and radio communication, which was of inestimable value to me when I was building up my plastics business.’


Among his first impressions of the school was that of being kept awake in the dormitory by a boy called Peter Wedderburn-Ogilvy, who was to become a lifelong friend. Wedderburn-Ogilvy was suffering from acute mastoiditis, recovery from which was slow and painful prior to the introduction of penicillin. Nigel recalls: ‘Miss Andrews, the school nurse, came regularly to comfort him; a change from her normal duties, which included knocking on the door of the landing WC and asking “Who’s in there, and why?”.’


Class attendance was frequently reduced by infectious diseases, which were far more prevalent than today. At one stage, Nigel was the only boy in his form who had not been consigned to the sick bay with whooping cough. ‘So I coughed myself silly and was eventually allowed to join them. To this day, I do not know whether I really had whooping cough or not.’


In the weeks leading to the Munich Agreement, Nigel was dispatched to Scotland with his nanny, only to be pulled out of the train at King’s Cross to return home when war was averted. The following year, Nigel, Mark and nanny found themselves at the Aberfeldy Hotel in Scotland and on 3 September 1939 they listened with fellow guests to the radio announcement of the outbreak of war, whereupon some guests burst into tears. Shortly afterwards they returned home when it became clear that there was no immediate sign Kent was being targeted.


Following the opening of hostilities, the school was evacuated to Lee Abbey near Lynton on the north Devon coast, where the classrooms consisted of converted garages, the dormitories were unheated and the conditions Spartan. This allowed lessons to continue in relative safety but also meant that pupils did not see their parents for ten, twelve or even fourteen weeks at a time.


Nigel picked things up quickly and finished top of the third form at the end of his first year. Regrettably, however, this led to his being over-promoted to the Remove (or fifth form), owing to the disruption when the school was evacuated to Lee Abbey, thus skipping the fourth year form into which all his friends went. This resulted in a huge setback in his confidence as he went from being top dog to bottom dog. Having, in effect, missed a year’s schooling as a result, he totally failed to maintain his earlier progress. Nigel also found himself the victim of occasional bullying from older boys. In retrospect, he is inclined to the view that this may have done him some good since it taught him to be sympathetic later in life when he encountered misfortune in others.


Nigel’s principal memories of Lee Abbey were of missing his family, of war debris being washed up on the sands and of being restricted to one Mars bar a week as a result of wartime rationing.




Our diet was adequate – but only just. I can still recall the craving for chocolate and sugar – which was not just a spoiling treat but necessary because of its energygiving properties. I think we were allowed 6d a week pocket money, which bought a bar of chocolate prior to heavy rationing in 1944, after which they were a rarity.


When my father sent by train a huge 20lb box of cherries from our farm at Bow Hill, it was consumed within minutes, as if by locusts.





As the German blitz intensified through 1941 the boys could hear the drone of German bombers trying to reach Bristol, followed by a huge sense of excitement when one was shot down.


Nigel recalls being woken at night by mines hitting the beach below with explosions that sent shudders round the main school building. A memorable day was when the boys heard a German bomber that ran out of fuel and crashed into the hills above the school, an incident followed by trophy collecting the pieces of aircraft wreckage: ‘Schoolboys love spy theories. The twinkling lights in the woods, and sometimes out to sea, made us think that there were spies operating in this corner of England. Perhaps there were. Masters were endlessly regaled with boys’ reports of the flashings of secret lights at night.’


In common with his school friends, Nigel greatly missed home, but he found some compensation. The boys were allowed to roam the grounds, which covered 500 acres, although they were barred from Lovers Leap, a dangerous precipice from which, it was rumoured, the love-stricken leapt to their deaths: ‘The outdoor life at Lee Abbey was always such a joy, using chairs to toboggan down grassy slopes, building huts, exploring the woods and cliffs, going to the beach and picking up the detritus of war – hundreds of gas masks, hoses and piles of timber from torpedoed cargo ships.’


An early sign of Nigel’s sense of independence came when he absented himself from art class in order to listen to radio news of the war:




When Mr Wilson [a senior master] asked me why I had made myself absent to listen to the radio I said that I thought what was happening in France was more important than ten minutes of an art lesson. He turned his back and walked out of the door without saying anything. So he must have agreed!





Nigel also found himself struggling to learn French and Latin grammar. Why couldn’t one begin by learning to speak a foreign tongue, just as one had learned one’s own language as a child, before going on to learn grammar? What was the point of struggling to learn a dead language? Being forced to decline verbs at the age of eight just seemed wrong.1 For the first time, he reflected on the fact that those with the ability to influence one’s happiness and wellbeing are not necessarily infallible, even when they have one’s best interests at heart. His response to the problems he was experiencing in making academic progress was a typically practical one: he asked to sit in the front row of the class. This resulted in some modest progress, but did not turn him into a linguist. He was far from being a rebel, but at a relatively early age he was developing a sense of independence, a reluctance to accept uncritically the infallibility of those in authority and a desire to make decisions for himself, which later on was to grow into a desire to be his own boss.


Peter Wedderburn-Ogilvy remembers Nigel as a leading member of the school’s Dramatic Entertainment Society, which, he says, was essentially a front for schoolboy larking- about and never produced anything much in the way of entertainment.


Nigel’s own recollection is that the Dramatic Society’s output was not as modest as his old school friend remembers and that he greatly enjoyed performing the tasks of stage manager, a role that he was later to perform at Pangbourne.


Wedderburn-Ogilvy recalls:




Nigel was not brilliant at school and never made it into the top form but his career serves as a marvellous demonstration that school is incapable of teaching you the things that really matter in life – enterprise, management skills, leadership, initiative, and get-up-and-go – all of which Nigel possessed in abundance.


My other recollection of him is that he was always messing around with radios, and had already established a reputation among his contemporaries as a brilliant engineer.





Returning home during the school holidays was like arriving in a war zone. Nigel later recorded:




Arriving home in Kent was like returning to the front line. Initially, when the village air raid siren sounded we trooped to the underground shelter, practised wearing our gas masks and waited for something to happen.


Life went on: as the war progressed we got more adventurous and stood outside to watch. The sky was criss-crossed with searchlights picking out planes for anti-aircraft to shoot. My brother was nearly killed when the nose-cone from a shell missed him by inches as he was feeding his guinea pigs; we had great fun digging it out the next morning. The Blitz intensified: at night we could see London burning 30 miles away, the whole sky ablaze like a red sunset. The German bombers, protected by their own fighters, came over in formations of twenty-four – a throbbing ominous drone. A young Spitfire pilot was billeted with us for six months – then one night he was killed. At its climax, over a hundred planes were shot down, ending German air superiority and saving Britain from invasion. We witnessed the disintegration of dozens of aircraft – machines and men – twisting to earth through a chaotic tumult of machine gun fire and screaming engines.


Returning from Devon at the start of the school holidays I saw seven enemy bombers shot down, the pilot of one plunging to the ground, his parachute blazing. Two years later I narrowly missed being killed when a flying bomb skimmed Nettlestead and dropped a short distance away.





He later wrote to a friend: ‘Deep in my memory there is the sight of London burning – a red glow across the whole horizon, a scarlet sunset of fire across huge swathes of our capital city.’


Looking back, Vinson believes that by demonstrating life’s fragility, the war strengthened his desire to achieve something in life and also encouraged a practical will it help us win the war? mentality, which stayed with him.


His choice of public school – Pangbourne Naval College in Berkshire – was dictated partly by his dislike of Latin, which was not compulsory as it was at nearly all public schools at the time, and partly by a short-lived desire to follow his uncle who was a Surgeon Captain in the Royal Navy. Many had commented how well suited he seemed when wearing a sailor’s uniform aged six for that same uncle’s wedding. In such ways are big decisions taken!


On a visit to Pangbourne he had been impressed by the school’s workshop and the activities of its science society, of which he was later to become chairman. His happiest days appear to have been spent building radios; he also played a leading role in arranging the light and sound systems and organising the production as stage manager of the school’s drama society.


John Whitmore met Nigel on their first day at Pangbourne and, despite different interests, became a lifelong friend. John was good at languages and later took classes in Latin with the aim of going up to Cambridge, an ambition he later fulfilled. Nigel continued to express dislike for the priority given to dead languages and the way in which they were taught at school. Both quickly abandoned their ambition to join the Royal Navy, realising that a career in the services would necessarily involve a loss of independence and the acceptance of discipline in small matters as well as large. Nigel also suffered from sea sickness:
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