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— CHAPTER ONE —


A CHANCE MEETING





I MET FRANK Sinatra through Robert Maxwell. That’s if you can be said to have met someone who was on a private jet with you for fourteen hours and never spoke to you.


I was a partner in a London law firm and was in Paris one Saturday lunchtime in 1988 recovering from a heavy night celebrating the successful completion of a client’s acquisition the previous day. As I was checking out of my hotel, Mark Booth rang me. I had known Mark for some years as he had come over from the United States to set up MTV in Europe and we were his lawyers.


He was working for Robert Maxwell and had involved us in various transactions for the great man. Incidentally, Mark later became the only senior executive to have worked for both Maxwell and Rupert Murdoch when he was hired to run BSkyB and later established for Rupert Murdoch the internet company ‘epartners’.


‘Mr Maxwell wants you and me to go to Los Angeles to buy MGM for him. There is a meeting at MGM at nine tomorrow morning. Can you get to Los Angeles for that?’


‘No way,’ I said. ‘The last plane leaves London at three and I am still in Paris.’


‘Don’t worry, get to Stansted by 7 p.m., we are going on the owner’s private jet. There is one thing, though; you will have to call Mr Maxwell at five.’


I went back to London, packed and called Mr Maxwell as requested. A familiar voice answered the phone.


‘Could I speak to Mr Maxwell please?’


‘Who wants him?’


‘I’m his lawyer and I understand he wants me to go to Los Angeles for him.’


Robert Maxwell in his inimitable style and voice gave me two clear instructions: ‘You are dealing with a fucker and I do not propose to be the fuckee’ and ‘Your meetings are on the twentieth floor of the MGM building. There is a coin box outside the main entrance. Every hour I want you to come down to the coin box and call me on this number.’


The ‘fucker’ turned out to be a Mr Kerkorian, the well-known corporate raider, who had acquired control of MGM. Mark Booth and I were travelling on his private jet. When we arrived at Stansted we were joined by our fellow passengers – Mr and Mrs Kerkorian, Mr and Mrs Sinatra and Frank Sinatra’s bodyguard. On the plane there were two double bedrooms and, in the cabin, a number of reclining seats. Mark and I realised we would be in the reclining seats. I had never travelled on a private jet before and quickly grasped why private air travel was an essential tool for the super-wealthy – no airport queues, cramped conditions or contact with ordinary people.


After take-off, dinner was served, during which the Kerkorians and the Sinatras talked to each other and ignored us. Frank Sinatra amused himself by attempting a quick crossword in a magazine he picked up from a rack and then retired to bed. Before going to sleep I picked up his discarded crossword. He had failed with the clue ‘Feline animal (3)’, c_t.


After seven hours or so we landed at Bangor Maine to clear customs, as the plane did not have the range to go all the way. As the customs official was coming on board, Frank Sinatra came out of his bedroom with a gun in his hand, which he gave to his bodyguard and told him to tuck inside his sock. We then sat and were quizzed by the customs official. After ten minutes or so the bodyguard said to me in a loud and audible voice, ‘If this fellow doesn’t stop soon Mr Sinatra will have him killed.’ This did not seem to speed matters up but eventually the official left and the bedrooms were reoccupied.


As the plane took off, Mark said to me, ‘Tim, I’ve been a Republican all my life but if that man is President Reagan’s friend I am voting Democrat next time.’ From what I had seen I shared his antipathy.


The rest of the trip was an anticlimax. We checked into the Beverly Wilshire Hotel in Beverly Hills and left for the meeting.


We reported to Mr Maxwell every hour from the coin box. The meeting lasted only until the early afternoon. We agreed an in-principle deal to buy for $500 million, went back to the Beverly Wilshire to shower, and flew back to London that evening by more orthodox means.


The purchase never took place. It became clear that Robert Maxwell never intended to buy the company. It was a publicity stunt because Rupert Murdoch had just announced his purchase of 20th Century Fox, and the newspapers he controlled were full of him buying MGM.


In any event, as we subsequently discovered, he wouldn’t have had the money – presumably too much to steal from the pension fund.


Not long afterwards a French entrepreneur bought MGM for a lot more than we had negotiated.


But I did get to meet Frank Sinatra.


I suppose I had received an indication some years earlier that Robert Maxwell was not entirely to be trusted. It was a matter of public record that a Department of Trade and Industry inquiry in 1971 into the affairs of Pergamon Press had found that ‘he was not a person who can be relied upon to exercise proper stewardship of a public company’. But the law firm of which I became a partner witnessed a more private hint of his dishonesty.


On this occasion we were acting for an entrepreneur who was negotiating to sell his business to Maxwell. The negotiations were tough but agreement was finally reached one evening. The meeting was in Maxwell’s office and the proposed agreement that had been circulated earlier had many manuscript amendments. ‘Don’t worry,’ said Maxwell, ‘you boys go off to dinner, come back in an hour or so and my secretary will have produced a clean document for signature.’ When the lawyers came back my colleague had the presence of mind to insist on reading the agreement. All the negotiated amendments had been included save one. Maxwell had altered the price for the company in his favour, so he was paying less than had been verbally agreed. When challenged about this he blamed the typist for making a mistake. But the expression on his face was that of the eight-year-old boy whose mother had found him stealing money from her purse to buy sweets.


Fortunately, my dealings with Maxwell’s organisation over the years were restricted to his video and broadcasting business, so I did not have any clue about his theft from the pension funds, which many say precipitated his death. But I never forgot the crispest instruction any lawyer has received: that his client did not propose to be the fuckee.


As a later coda to my dealings with Robert Maxwell, long after his death I found myself sitting at lunch next to his widow’s former personal assistant. She confirmed a number of things to me about him. First, the rumours that he was not the Czech Jan Hoch he said he was and was in fact a Russian substitute were not true. She had travelled with him to the Czech village in which he claimed to have been brought up and he clearly recognised details of the village that he could have known only if he came from there. Second, the rumours about his death were untrue. Whatever his financial problems he would never have killed himself, nor, as was rumoured at the time, would Mossad have murdered him. The relationship was too close. She believed the truth was prosaic. Simply an accident, with him falling overboard after drinking too much.



















— CHAPTER TWO —


EARLY LIFE





MY EXPERIENCE WITH Frank Sinatra demonstrates why I would answer David Copperfield’s first question in the negative. I do not regard myself as the hero of my own life. My luck has been in chance encounters with people in different walks of life – politicians, lawyers, businessmen, sportsmen. I agree with Haruki Murakami that chance encounters are what keep us going.


So bearing that in mind, I have never thought a person’s early life was relevant to their later success. I never agreed that Julius Caesar’s treatment of the pirates as a young boy demonstrated the inevitability of his later triumphs. I never accepted the idea that Margaret Thatcher’s economic policy was a direct result of Alderman Roberts’s retail economics. For me, Abraham Lincoln said it all in 1860: ‘It is a great piece of folly to attempt to make anything out of my early life.’


Nevertheless, for everyone, early experiences contain some seeds of later development.


My early years can be swiftly summarised. I was born in 1943 to Muriel and Leonard Humphrey Razzall. The origin of the name ‘Razzall’ has often been questioned. The family can be traced back to the eighteenth century in Dorking in Surrey. Indeed, on the wall of Dorking Cricket Club in the shadow of Box Hill there used to be a framed scorecard of a nineteenth-century match in which a Razzall was playing.


I have always assumed that there are two possibilities: either the Razzalli family settled in Surrey from Italy in the sixteenth or seventeenth century and the ‘i’ got dropped; or poor spelling in parish records converted ‘Russell’ to ‘Razzall’. I have always preferred the former version and justify the waving of my hands when speaking and my tactility as the result of my Italian origins. Pronunciation of the name has changed with the generations. My father emphasised the second syllable whereas my brother and I do not.


As it has been put to me, ‘So it’s Razzall as in dazzle not Razzall as in fuck all.’


In recent years my name has caused mirth among the journalist community. When I became a life peer, George Parker welcomed me in the Financial Times as the only peer who has ever taken his title from a pornographic magazine. I fear Tom Baldwin’s epithet in The Times has stuck – ‘Lord Razzall, known as Lord Razzall of Dazzle for his love of the high life’. Unfair but witty! The ‘Black Dog’ column in the Mail on Sunday did go too far in suggesting that Charles Kennedy’s drinking problems were provoked by having me as his friend, as I was known as the ‘Cocktail Shaker’. When I protested to the journalist who wrote the column that I never drank cocktails and had certainly not served them to Charles, he claimed that he had been on holiday when the piece was written.


I suppose a clue to the Razzall origins might have been given to me by an orthodontist I sat next to at a dinner in my twenties. I asked her to recommend a dentist, which she did after telling me never to trust an Australian. She held my chin in her hand and asked me to open my mouth. She expressed surprise that unlike most Englishmen I did not have an Indo-European jaw. So maybe that makes us Mongolian.


A more outlandish suggestion was made to my daughter, Katie, some years ago. She found herself at dinner sitting next to a medical consultant, who, when she told him her name, asked her whether she was anything to do with the ‘Travelling Razzalls’.


Apparently a traveller with our name had been admitted to hospital to be treated by him. After a visit from her family, all the moveable equipment from the room had disappeared. Apparently he had told her that if the equipment in the room was not returned by his next visit she would be discharged from the hospital. It was. So perhaps we are of Roma origin.


We do know that the Razzalls left Surrey in the nineteenth century, when the new Archbishop of York took my great-grandfather, who was his gardener, to look after the garden at Bishopthorpe Palace in York. My grandfather Razzall moved to Scarborough as a primary school teacher, where he remained all his adult life, and my father was born there.


Landscape gardening was also in the family tradition on my paternal grandmother’s side. Sally Thompson was born in Scarborough in 1882, the youngest of ten children. Her father designed Scarborough cemetery, a place of Victorian splendour, although not, I believe, the cemetery from which Jimmy Savile’s gravestone was recently removed. Her great-great-grandfather had marched with Bonnie Prince Charlie in 1745 and deserted the Young Pretender before he reached Derby, making his way east to settle in Scarborough. This probably explains my ability to sing Jacobite songs as a party piece.


My father went to Scarborough Boys’ High School and met my mother in Scarborough as a teenager. He had impressed a visiting luminary from London in a school debating competition, and said luminary persuaded my grandfather to let him come to London to train as a solicitor. This was not cheap in the early 1930s. No salary was paid to the articled clerk and eighty pounds’ stamp duty had to be paid on the deed of articles. It took many years for this to be abolished due to pressure from the backwoodsmen of the profession, who feared that the floodgates would open and let the wrong sort of people become solicitors! Somehow my grandfather found the money and my father came to London.


Sadly, it emerged that his principal’s interest in him was more sexual than professional, so he was forced to transfer his articles to Frank, later Sir Frank Medlicott, who became a National Liberal MP after the split in the Liberal Party over the formation of the coalition in the early 1930s.


My parents married in 1935 after my father qualified as a solicitor, four years before the outbreak of war. I suspect that children either absorb or reject the political views of their parents. In my case it was clearly the former. My father had been involved in Liberal Party politics from an early age. At the outbreak of war he was the prospective parliamentary candidate for Finchley, but for the 1945 election he switched constituencies and fought Scarborough, where he came a credible second to the Tory winner.


I asked once why he was a Liberal. ‘Oh, my grandfather taught me to hate the Tories because Tory landlords on the Yorkshire moors evicted tenants in the 1880s if they voted Liberal.’ I suspect my father would not have approved of the 2010 Tory–Liberal Democrat coalition.


His political life had to end when he accepted a judicial appointment as a Taxing Master in the early 1950s. But his interest remained and as a boy my chance encounters started early when I met various Liberal luminaries in our house.


We lived in a semi-detached mock Tudor house close to Acton Town station in west London, with four bedrooms, two reception rooms and a sizeable kitchen. I suppose our life was typical of middle-class families of that era. My father went to work every day, I went to school and my mother stayed at home. I was already twelve years old when my brother Charles was born. Like many families, we obtained our first television set in 1953 to watch the coronation – from then on, a small black-and-white screen in a box sat in the corner of the living room. But radio still played a large part in our lives. I was gripped as a boy by the serial Journey into Space and always listened to The Archers, in those days at 6.45 p.m. Indeed, I was actually listening to Grace’s last words of love to Phil Archer as she died in the episode put on by the BBC as a spoiler for the launch of ITV in 1955.


The house was large enough to entertain when my parents were in the mood to do so. The young Jeremy Thorpe was highly amusing to a teenager. Basil Wigoder (later Lord Wigoder) and his wife Yolande were particularly kind to me, probably, as I later discovered from Yolande, because my parents had introduced them. This was the generation who kept the Liberal Party going when it was on the brink of extinction after the 1951 election.


It was not only Liberal politicians I encountered. When in private practice, my father had been attracted to the raffish world of the Chelsea Arts Club and had been instructed by a number of well-known artists. Rodrigo Moynihan was the most prestigious, as Professor of Painting at the Royal College of Art. He was married to Elinor Bellingham-Smith, who specialised in portraits set in the East Anglian countryside. She was commissioned to paint me as an eight-year-old boy, presumably in lieu of fees. I remember being taken by my mother to sit for Elinor in Chelsea. I had never been to Chelsea or to such a large house. I remember a searingly cold room and an attractive middle-aged woman who smelt of paint. But my most significant memory is of being given steak for lunch. Rationing was still in force and I had certainly never had steak before. I can remember that it was so tough as to be virtually inedible, and not just because I had children’s teeth. Lack of interest in steak has stayed with me. But the portrait of the solemn young boy with Don Bradman’s book on cricket on his lap, which has travelled with me to wherever I have lived, is a reminder to me of that experience.


John Minton was another story. My father had represented him in various disputes and had become a friend. For a number of years he had been the tutor to the painting school at the Royal College of Art. By the mid-1950s he was clearly seriously alcoholic and in 1955 my father decided that he should come to stay with us to ensure he did not drink himself to death. So at the age of twelve I was sharing our house in Ealing with an obviously gay alcoholic, in the days when homosexuality was still illegal. In the summer my ebullient father had a party in the garden with cardboard cut-outs painted by the great man stuck round the lawn. I remember my parents in fancy dress as King Arthur and Queen Guinevere, and being embarrassed at my father’s eccentric behaviour. In her biography of John Minton, Frances Spalding alleges that my father kept him as virtually a prisoner in our house against his will, which was certainly not true. In any event, he left after a few months and gave my mother a watercolour painted in Switzerland, which I still have. He committed suicide in 1957.


John Minton was not the only person through whom I witnessed the perils of alcoholism as a boy. Robert Crust was my father’s cousin, whose mother my father had lodged with when he first came to work in London. Her husband had been a barrister’s clerk, one of whose members of chambers became Lord Chancellor. Robert was unmarried and kept losing his job as a solicitor, I now realise through drink. I do remember one evening when he came to supper. I suppose I was about six or seven, and I had a clockwork toy with suction feet that moved up and down a wall. When I left the table and fixed the toy to the wall behind him, Robert screamed as the toy moved slowly upwards and ran from the room. My mother explained that he had an illness called DTs. At the time I found the incident amusing, but when I grew up I realised it was delirium tremens, a serious alcoholic symptom.


At an early age my father introduced me to cards, a skill that, like riding a bicycle, never leaves you. A group of his friends met in our house every Friday evening to play solo whist for money. Solo is a great gambling game where you bid to make five tricks – solo; no tricks – misère; nine tricks – abundance; and all thirteen tricks – abundance declare. Each player puts money in the pot on each deal until one person has a winning hand. As in bridge or whist, each player has to follow the suit lead. The player with the highest bid plays against the other three players and wins the pot with misère, abundance or abundance declare. From the age of ten or so I waited nervously to see if everyone arrived. If one of his friends did not appear I stood in, an event that occurred regularly.


So by the age of sixteen I was pretty proficient. I still feel a source of shame at my behaviour on my first skiing holiday with the school. We went by train and ferry to Switzerland and as we pulled out of Victoria station an older boy said he was putting together a solo whist school and would I like to play. I asked him with an innocent expression to explain the rules as I had never played before. Oh dear. I fear I won enough money over the next few hours to fund my holiday. Beginner’s luck, the others presumed. I felt a sense of shame.


Incidentally, it was on that holiday that I suffered my first ever hangover. I was given Cointreau, drank far too much and was violently sick. Even the smell of it today makes me retch.


My earliest childhood memory, of which my family are sceptical, was of the V2s coming over London in spring 1945, and being taken in a pram by my mother to see the large hole where a V2 had landed in nearby Gunnersbury Park. But I certainly have childhood memories of my first year at school – Lionel Road Primary School, next to Gunnersbury Park, still visible from the elevated section of the M4 en route to Heathrow Airport. My first class had fifty children and was taught by the elderly Miss Lidstone, who had turned mixed-ability teaching into an art form.


Bullying was rife. I remember defending one poor boy who had bright ginger hair and was ostracised for dropping ginger-coloured shit down his leg from an attack of diarrhoea. I particularly remember another boy. His father had been sent to prison and his poverty-stricken mother had to send him to school in his father’s boots. At break, various boys said that Victor couldn’t play in our game of football wearing those boots as they feared for their shins. I said that if Victor wasn’t playing nor was I. So Victor played. Unknown to me the incident was being witnessed by our formidable head teacher Miss Hattersley, who gave me sixpence and told me I was a good boy.


All of the boys at school supported Brentford Football Club, which was ten minutes away from the school, in Griffin Park. Planning permission has now been given for a new stadium even closer to the school, in Lionel Road itself. In those days Brentford played in the old Second Division, now the Championship, to which the club has recently returned.


I will always remember the date George VI died in 1952, as that was the day I attended my first Brentford game. My mother was to take me and when I woke the announcement was made on the radio that the King had died. I spent the morning in trepidation that the game would be cancelled. Far from it. The players wore black armbands, a one-minute silence ensued and the game proceeded as planned. They did these things differently in those days! My mother did have difficulty explaining to me what the word ‘fucking’ meant when used generally as an adjective from the terraces behind us, either about the referee or an unfortunate Brentford player who had made a mistake. When I asked her how 5,000 men could get off work on a weekday afternoon she gave me a strange look and told me that I would understand when I was older.


Over the next few years I went often to Brentford with chums. I saw the great Stanley Matthews play on the right wing and as we boys stood at the front by the touchline for half the game, as he was on our side of the pitch, we could almost touch him, which was more than Brentford’s hapless left back did. I saw Derek Dooley play for Sheffield Wednesday in the season he rivalled Dixie Dean for the record number of goals scored in a league season. Sadly he was injured later and had to have his leg amputated. Brentford even signed Tommy Lawton, the old England centre forward, in the twilight of his career.


When my father was in private practice as a solicitor, he had often briefed the QC Frank Soskice, later to be Home Secretary in Harold Wilson’s first government. He asked Frank Soskice where to send me to school, and he suggested his old school, St Paul’s.


So in 1952 I left Lionel Road and started at Colet Court, St Paul’s junior school, located in the Hammersmith Road. The buildings are still there, just before Brook Green, but were turned into flats when the senior and junior schools moved to Barnes in the 1960s. London was still recovering from the war, with holes in the ground where buildings had been destroyed by German bombs. With hindsight, so were some of the staff. Mr Wormald had difficulty keeping order and malicious boys said this was because he had been tortured in a Japanese prisoner-of-war camp. Mr Hardy, known by all as Horace, had fought, we believed, with Monty in north Africa, and had breath smelling of beer in the afternoons after his liquid lunches in the Red Cow pub opposite.


Lessons learnt early tend to stay for life. With Mr Berry I developed a love of history and literature. He also caught me in an act of blatant plagiarism. I was an avid reader of G. A. Henty, who had written historical novels for the Victorian boy. I had recently finished With Clive in India and for my weekly history essay simply copied out passages from the Henty novel. When my essay was returned I was given 19 out of 20 and the comment ‘With Clive in India?’. To this day I have no idea how he knew.


The master we most feared was Mr Robinson, known to all as ‘Robo’. Small and rotund, he taught the bottom stream and ruled them with a rod of iron, once striking a misbehaving boy over the head with a cricket bat. In my early days I can remember being so terrified when he shouted at me that I weed down my trouser leg.


But my overwhelming recollection of Robo is as an umpire on the cricket field. The Colet Court under-12s were playing Royal Masonic School’s under-12s, who batted first. When the ninth wicket fell they had not scored a run, and Robo was beside himself with excitement. I was bowling at number 11 from his end. When I hit the batsman on the pad he was closer to the square leg umpire than to the stumps, but Robo gave him out leg before wicket, although no one had appealed and he was clearly not out as the ball could not possibly have hit the wicket. So Royal Masonic School were out for nought and we made it to the front page of the London Evening News the next day.


I of course have a clear recollection of other masters. Nigel Chawner taught Latin and Greek and became a friend for life. Kenneth Langsford took the top form as well as the First XI cricket. Alex Alexander was the music master. In light of the recent allegations against him of sexual abuse of boys in The Times newspaper, I should say that I had no evidence of impropriety by him against me or any of my friends – and little boys do talk to each other. I suppose looking back he was rather effeminate – he reeked of cologne – but at the time I just felt he was a nice man.


Colet Court was a happy place – intellectually stimulating, providing sporting opportunities and encouraging creative behaviour. I can still smell the make-up on my face from my performances as Hotspur in Henry IV, Part I and Bottom in A Midsummer Night’s Dream.


Colet Court was on the north side of the Hammersmith Road, which was not the busy thoroughfare it is today. I remember at the age of ten walking to Hammersmith Tube station with my nose in a book. So engrossed was I that I turned left to cross Hammersmith Broadway still reading. A screech of tyres alerted me to how close I had been to disaster.


In 1957, I crossed the Hammersmith Road to join the senior school. The imposing red-brick building had been built in the mid-nineteenth century in the style of the Royal Courts of Justice or St Pancras Station, with the playing fields at the back stretching to the Cromwell Road.


When the school moved to Barnes in the late 1960s, the building was demolished, an outrageous act of architectural vandalism. The only surviving building is the old high master’s house, soon to become a restaurant. I still cannot drive towards London over the Hammersmith flyover without a pang of nostalgia for my youth in the building on the left long gone.


At St Paul’s I received an education that had changed little since the 1850s; indeed, some might say from the date of foundation of the school in 1509. One week, all Latin, one week, all Greek, relieved only by a weekly period of ancient history. Little wonder that ten out of the twelve boys in my form obtained Oxford scholarships or exhibitions. A number of my class went on to future success. Paul Lever became Sir Paul Lever as our ambassador to Berlin. Bernard Rix abandoned his dream of the Tory Cabinet to become Lord Justice Rix in the Court of Appeal. John Govett rose through Schroders merchant bank to be a hugely successful fund manager.


As I gave up Latin and Greek to read law at Oxford almost fifty years ago, the content of my education has long faded. But memories of those who taught me will never die. For some reason, at St Paul’s what would elsewhere have been called the sixth form was known as the eighth form. The classical eighth was run by two legendary teachers, whose personalities could not have been more different.


Pat Cotter taught Greek. Grey haired and usually in a light-coloured suit, reeking of cologne, he epitomised flamboyance. Outside his teaching life he was captain of the British croquet team and the bridge correspondent at the Financial Times. Boys who were not participating in lunchtime sports were introduced to lunchtime bridge with Pat Cotter. Although the substance has gone, I remember the enthusiasm for Sophocles, Euripides and Aeschylus with which he endowed countless generations.


Dr Cruickshank, the Latin master, was Pat Cotter’s opposite, and rather taciturn, but when he spoke you certainly listened. He was in charge of the school Combined Cadet Force (CCF), which I joined believing it would prepare me for National Service, though in fact that was abolished in 1959, halfway through my school life. I still recall an early lesson. A piece of my military clothing had been stolen from my locker and I was pretty sure who had stolen it. When I went to Dr Cruickshank to report the theft and shop the miscreant, I received a serious dressing down and was told it was my responsibility to ensure I had my clothing at all times, and no he was not going to accept an excuse that someone had stolen it.


Cruickers had a guttural r. This emanated from the back of his throat, not in the style of Roy Jenkins or the Marquess of Salisbury, who, on Prime Minister Eden’s resignation, interviewed members of the Cabinet, inviting a choice between Butler and Macmillan with the memorable phrase, ‘Which is it to be, Wab or Hawald?’ I can still hear his use of the letter ‘r’ when describing Propertius as the tenderest of the Latin love poets. It was from Cruickers that we learnt a skill I practise to this day. Do your best creative work first thing in the morning and your best learning later in the evening; things learnt last thing at night are better retained in your brain.


The third master in the classical eighth who taught us ancient history arrived as a master at the school on the same day I arrived as a pupil. Christopher Train had come from Oxford after National Service so was probably ten years older than me. It is not uncommon for teenage boys to make heroes of older boys or young masters. There is nothing sexual about it. It is just that you crave your hero’s company and hang on his every word. Chris Train was undoubtedly my hero. He lived in Ealing, quite close to our home, and it was a red letter day if I happened to meet him on the Tube. This meant twenty minutes of conversation with just me. Once when he invited me to go with him to the British Museum after school I was almost sick with excitement.


We learnt a lot about life from young masters like Chris Train. Once, as we were coming towards the holidays, the cricket XI had been out for an end-of-term party. The next morning we had a double period of ancient history where we were set an essay. After about thirty minutes my friend Richard East complained that such was his hangover he could not complete the assignment and indeed was about to be sick. Chris Train erupted and gave Richard a dressing down in front of the whole class: ‘Let me give you a lesson in life. However much you drink you must always be ready and on parade the next morning.’


Some years later, to the school’s surprise, Chris left teaching to join the civil service. He rose to be in charge of the prison service. His career foundered when he was unfairly blamed for the prison riot in Manchester, with the Home Secretary refusing to take responsibility. Chris and his wife moved to Shropshire, where, sadly, he died of cancer a few years back. Although I have long left my school days behind there is a bit of me that still remembers him as a hero.


During my time at St Paul’s the high master was Anthony Gilkes, for some reason known to all as ‘Trickle’. A somewhat austere man, he came from a classical background and indeed taught my form the New Testament in Greek.


The memory that sticks most vividly in my mind all these years later is of his behaviour when interviewing senior boys as to their suitability to became a school prefect. It was well known, as it was handed down by our predecessors, that his final question was always, ‘Tell me, what would you do if you went into the lavatories and saw boys tossing themselves off in rows?’ The acceptable answer was ‘Come and tell you at once, sir.’


Subsequent allegations of sexual impropriety of masters at Colet Court and St Paul’s have now extended way beyond those against Alex Alexander to which I referred earlier. I was obviously aware of the allegations against Alan Doggett, who taught music at Colet Court after my time, and who was forced to resign, and committed suicide in 1978. He was high-profile as a result of his friendship with Andrew Lloyd Webber and indeed I believe Joseph and the Amazing Technicolor Dreamcoat was first written for performance at Colet Court. I should record that neither I nor any of my friends had any knowledge of or complaints about any master. In my early days, corporal punishment, particularly for boys in the lower forms, still existed. I have no knowledge as to whether any master derived sexual pleasure from administering corporal punishment, as The Times has alleged. None of my friends ever complained and, for me, Anthony Gilkes’s eccentric question was as far as it ever went.


I cannot leave my school days without touching on my encounters with Field Marshal Montgomery. He had attended the school as a boy and had commandeered the high master’s study as his headquarters for the planning of the D-Day invasion in 1944. The plaque commemorating this was on the study wall and has now been moved to the school building in Barnes. Montgomery was a fierce and formidable figure. I remember the school CCF lining up to be inspected by him on a sweltering June day with the temperature pushing 90° Fahrenheit. At least ten boys collapsed like ninepins as he moved slowly down our ranks, and had to be carried off with sunstroke. A more enjoyable occasion was lining up to shake his hand before a First XV rugby match. But my abiding memory is of his idea of small talk to boys. He only had one sentence: ‘Get your hair cut, boy.’


By the time I left St Paul’s, Monty was chairman of the governors and ensured that his right-hand man in the Eighth Army, Tom Howarth, became high master. Tom’s son Alan came into my life much later. Having first been elected as a Tory MP, he crossed the floor to join Labour in 1995 and is now a Labour peer in the House of Lords.






















— CHAPTER THREE —


OXFORD UNIVERSITY





WITH MY CLASSICAL education at St Paul’s School I had always assumed I was destined for Oxford or Cambridge. In those days, colleges grouped together to set the scholarship examination, and I was entered for the group at Oxford consisting of St John’s, Worcester and, from memory, Hertford. Worcester offered me a scholarship and I began there in 1962, not taking the gap year that would become the norm later on.


For most of my contemporaries, Oxford is a place remembered with warm nostalgia. I am not sure we enjoyed it at the time with the warmth given by hindsight. After all, that was where we changed from boys to men, inevitably a somewhat painful process. Of course, the previous year had seen the departure of the last group who came up as fully fledged adults, having completed their two years’ National Service. But we were a group of fresh-faced eighteen-year-olds eager to taste what life might have to offer.


Worcester College had traditionally been dominated by boys from the old public boarding schools – no girls until many years later. I recently attended a college reunion of my contemporaries and the Provost, Dick Smethurst, started his welcome speech with the reminder that today ‘only half of you would have been here’. But although girls were not admitted until many years later, the public school character of the college was now changing with an influx of boys from the grammar schools of the state sector – comprehensive schools were not yet invented.


Although I spent far too much time on the rugby, football and cricket fields to participate in Oxford politics, I did stand for my first elected office – Secretary of the Junior Common Room – and won. Anthony May, now Sir Anthony May, a Lord Justice of Appeal, was elected President. The next year I stood for President and lost but learnt a fundamental political lesson. My main opponent was involved in Oxford Labour politics and was always going to maximise the ex-grammar school northern vote. Although I didn’t share many of their political views, the ex-boarding school public schoolboys were more or less for me. Sadly, a third candidate decided to stand whose constituency was pretty much the same as mine. He came third but took enough votes from me to stop me winning. So a key lesson was learnt for later life. You will lose a first-past-the-post election if the natural vote for you is split.


A kaleidoscope of memories remain from my Oxford days. Drinking far too much port and sherry; in those days no one drank wine. Indeed, to this day I cannot drink a glass of port; even the smell makes me gag. Being taken out by Chris Haskins, now Lord Haskins, who later ran Northern Foods and became Tony Blair’s deregulation czar. For the first and only time in my life I drank anise, which made my legs buckle. Chris to this day swears he has never been drunker. As I woke with no hangover or any other apparent side effect I realised what a dangerous drink it is and why the French used to ban absinthe. Being able to sing the whole score of Bernstein’s West Side Story with chums without prompting. Playing cricket in The Parks for the university. In my first year as twelfth man the legendary Nawab of Pataudi made me sit for six hours in his new pads to break them in. In my second year I took a number of wickets against the counties but narrowly failed to win a blue against Cambridge. Losing the rugby cuppers final against Trinity College by a solitary try, scored by Mike Hogan, who went on to fame as an Olympic athlete. Meeting the elderly philosopher Bertrand Russell at a friend’s house during one vacation. He had come to discuss plans for the Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament, of which he was a leading proponent. Watching Churchill’s funeral in the college television room and crying when the cranes along the Thames dipped in tribute as his coffin passed up river. The mists of autumn, the chilliness of spring, as well as the warm smell of summer grass. In our case we also had the big freeze of 1963, when snow and ice paralysed the country for the best part of three months. Unfortunately for us, the freezing of all lavatory pipes coincided one night with an attack of food poisoning for everyone who had eaten the college dinner. So no diarrhoea could be flushed away for days.


The college dons were of course integral to our lives. The legendary Sir John Masterman had just retired as Provost. He appeared from time to time as a shadowy elderly figure on the touchline supporting a Worcester rugby or soccer team. It was some years later that we learnt of his key role during the Second World War as a recruiter of secret agents and a key player in what became MI6.


Sir John’s replacement as Provost was Oliver Franks, who arrived at the same time as I came up as an undergraduate. Lord Franks came with a fearsome reputation as diplomat, businessman and academic. I believe he was the first man to have headed two Oxbridge colleges. As Secretary of the Junior Common Room I had some dealings with the Provost, although his somewhat stiff manner did not immediately endear him to undergraduates. His wife was a much warmer character. Nevertheless, I remember his final advice to me as he shook me by the hand in farewell: ‘My advice to you, Tim, is change your job every ten years. That’s what I have done and it has served me well.’


He was certainly the man governments turned to if they wanted a detailed inquiry that would not be a whitewash but would not be overcritical.


Harry Pitt was Dean of the college, responsible, I suppose, for our behaviour and moral welfare. I later came to suspect that he had taken on Sir John Masterman’s role as a secret agent recruiter, although he never approached me. A modern historian by subject, Harry was good at keeping in touch with former undergraduates of all persuasions, including Rupert Murdoch, who had been at the college reading philosophy, politics and economics in the 1950s. Harry told me years later that when Murdoch was contemplating buying the Times and Sunday Times newspapers in 1981 he asked Harry for advice. ‘I really don’t believe the British establishment will let me do this.’


‘I am sure they will,’ Harry told me he replied. ‘They are desperate to keep the newspaper alive.’


I always found Harry easy to deal with, although Petronella Wyatt suggests that he could be rude and acerbic. She alleges that in 1986 she ran away from Worcester in her second week when, in a tuition class, she fluffed a French translation and Harry said to her, ‘Do you Thatcherites not do French or are you just stupid?’


But the most influential figure for me was the young law tutor Francis Reynolds. His encyclopaedic knowledge, attention to detail and challenges in argument inspired us all, as the subsequent success of countless of his pupils in the two branches of the legal profession provides testament. As an undergraduate and in his subsequent BCL he had been rivalled by the brilliant South African lawyer Lennie Hoffman, who went on to fame at the Bar and in the judiciary. Did Francis actually say to us or did I dream he said that the only reason Lennie Hoffman got better marks than him in the BCL was because he was Jewish and worked over the Christmas holidays? I certainly did not dream a conversation in my third year when he suggested I should go to the Bar rather than become a solicitor. I do not remember the reason I gave him for not changing my mind. I do remember what I thought: I would never be good enough on my feet to perform in court. After forty-five years in politics maybe I was wrong.


It would be inappropriate to leave my school and university days without reference to the cloud that hung over our family. My father was what in those days was called a manic depressive, but today would be described as bipolar. Understanding of and sympathy for mental illness was rare. Treatment consisted either of electric shock therapy or drugs that left the patient in a zombie-like condition. Having had electric shock therapy once, my father resisted attempts to have further treatment as he was traumatised by the shocks he had been given.


Only those who have had the experience of a manic depressive relation will understand the impact on family life. Wide mood swings went from manic behaviour to normality and then to depression. With hindsight, the manic episodes were amusing – standing outside our neighbour’s house and shouting ‘Come out, you queer’; obtaining a meeting with the Lord Chancellor to complain that he was being pursued by Russian spies; and endless extravagance with money.


I was made aware of my father’s illness at the age of twelve. Indeed, his behaviour could hardly be hidden from me as I grew up. Until then, my mother had protected me from any awareness of the reality of his illness. When episodes were out of control I was sent to stay with my aunt or grandparents. When I was six things were so bad that I was sent to stay with my aunt in Northumberland for an entire term, which I spent at a primary school in Morpeth. My classmates clearly thought of me as an effete southerner and I was bullied from time to time.


Whether my father’s illness was genetic or caused by his upbringing I know not. I suspect the latter as neither my brother nor I have been afflicted. He certainly can’t have been helped by his relationship with his mother, who once, in my presence, turned to him and said, ‘Oh Leonard, it’s such a pity it was Brian who was killed in the war rather than you.’ His younger brother Brian had been killed as a Fleet Air Arm pilot in the invasion of Salerno.
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