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Preface

WHAT DO YOU think of when you look back to the UK in the sixties? Miniskirts, The Beatles and the Kray twins? Maybe thoughts of hippies, demonstrations against the Vietnam War or England winning the World Cup? Or the Profumo Affair and the birth of women’s liberation? Maybe some or all of these, but what you will most definitely not think of is George Leo John Lucas. A rather timid civil servant, Mr Lucas – never George to me – would turn thirty-four as 1960 ushered in some semblance of multicoloured change to a nation shambling out of the grey shadows of the fifties and the remnants of a collective hangover from the Second World War.

Rationing, for example, continued right up until 1954. The women who had served alongside their male counterparts were expected to return to the kitchens. Gay and bisexual men, who had experienced a brief flicker of equality during the war, despite frequent crackdowns, went from heroes to hunted once more. And then the sixties started; a chance for change as the youth movements of the fifties – the Teds, or Teddy Boys – solidified into the first true generation of youthful rebellion. Suddenly, as Mr Lucas struggled to find a place at his usual lunchtime restaurant, he writes, ‘it was difficult to enter or leave for the hippies, male and female, cluttering outside’.

Society was in flux and Mr Lucas was there to record every detail in his diaries, some sad, some funny and some, indeed, drenched in sex – and, remarkable for then and perhaps even today, gay sex. As a gay man, not ‘out’ by modern standards, but active on the scene of the times, his diaries stand as an unequalled record of same-sex love and desire of the mid-twentieth century. Mr Lucas was our very own ‘gay Pepys’, as writer, actor and director Mark Gatiss once described him. Employed by the Board of Trade by day, at night he would slip out silently along the darkened streets, avoiding both the lights and the police before scurrying home to write up everything – and everyone – he had seen and done. The sheer fact of his sexuality, as he writes in March 1948, at almost the start of his diaries, ‘can turn one who by day is a respected and useful official into a furtive night prowler driven by dark lusts till the fit has passed’.

A mild-mannered man, not quick to anger or seek confrontation, he was the very personification of the buttoned-up civil servant. Not for him, the raffish flamboyant air of a Quentin Crisp, whose 1968 memoir, The Naked Civil Servant, became a popular film seven years later. No, Mr Lucas hogged the shadows, kept his feelings and views to himself, but, fortunately for us, not from his diary.

That is not to say that Mr Lucas was ashamed of or embarrassed about being gay. As he writes in April 1968, ‘[It was] my molecular structure, my genetic inheritance, the environment that shaped me.’ A religious man, a devout Catholic, his sexuality and beliefs do clash and overlap, but ultimately are reconciled by Mr Lucas’s determination that what he gets up to in various bushes, public lavatories and occasionally at home, isn’t morally wrong.

As Mr Lucas muses on his father’s temperament and character, it’s clear that, by dint of his sexuality, he’s had a lucky escape from the horrors of heterosexuality.


23 February 1968 (Friday):

It’s fortunate that whatever sexual tensions lay deep buried in [my father’s] mind have, in me, become frank and fluid homosexuality, preserving me from the disasters of marriage and procreation.



The diaries trace these tensions, devoting space – among the millions upon millions of words – to his bowel movements as much as to his nocturnal activities. They are an incredible record of a lost queer London, of a man battling to retain his identity in a world that hated homosexuals.

What, can we say, is the significance of his diaries? For me, they represent the gold standard of diary-keeping: waspish and witty, sleazy and circumspect.

The first question to address, though, is whether we have the ‘real’ Mr Lucas. Is he pouring out his thoughts and feelings in a purely undiluted manner or carefully crafting a persona, the ‘Mr Lucas’ he feels himself to be, unrecognized and unadmired by others? I’d argue the latter. Reading through his diaries, year after year, one thing quickly becomes clear: you are reading the idealized Mr Lucas. The person we know as Mr Lucas is a creation of his own: wittier, cleverer and, crucially for any diary writer, misunderstood by those around him. Which might explain his enthusiasm when I initially broached the idea, when we first met back in 1994, of publishing his diaries at some stage.

To be fair, though, he was always clear this would only happen after his death – and he left them to me with that express instruction on his death in 2014. He never sought fame, but surely such dedication to diary-keeping indicates some desire to be remembered in some form? Or perhaps, more accurately, to be liked.


19 February 1948 (Thursday):

Unquestionably, my greatest desideration has always been sympathy and affection. Not friendship, not even passion, so much as affection. Friendship is a good plodding drudge that will not be over driven, passion is a fine high metal or a thoroughbred, but affection will carry on to the world and back, or beyond if need be, for those that I have loved.



He and I were friends for almost twenty years, but it is only since I took possession of the diaries that I have truly come to know him. An arch conservative, but social liberal, his views are very much not my own, but I recognize how he has been moulded by the times and the environment in which he grew up. Is he dislikeable? Most certainly, particularly when it comes to class, where his views can tend to an almost cartoonish dismissal of those he sees as ‘below’ him in terms of social standing.


13 July 1965 (Tuesday):

One thing I must take care of for the future, not to make friends with one’s social inferiors. Be friendly with them, yes, be helpful, listen to their troubles, advise them, have sex with them – what else are the lower classes for? – but not to be confined to them or to rely on them. People of one’s own sort have the same standards, attitudes, codes of ethics.



No diary is a perfect record of the time in which it was written, and Mr Lucas’s diaries are no exception. Some dates and names may not be exactly right, though they are always as they appear in the diaries. Idiosyncratic, repetitious and in places incomplete, the entries that follow are his reminiscences, his thoughts and feelings. The entries are verbatim, as much as is possible in terms of making them make sense in their truncated form, and I’ve retained Mr Lucas’s punctuation and grammar throughout. History, in Mr Lucas’s hands, isn’t malleable, but it is personal.

Conservative politician Alan Clark said it best, in the preface to his own published diaries:


These are not memoirs. They are not written to throw light on events in the past, or retrospectively justify the actions of the author. They are exactly as they were recorded on the day; sometimes even the hour, or the minute, of a particular episode or sensation… And as for taste, it, too, is subjective. There are passages that will offend some, just as there are excerpts that I myself found embarrassing to read when I returned to them… Sometimes lacking in charity; often trivial; occasionally lewd; cloyingly sentimental, repetitious, whingeing and imperfectly formed. For some readers, the entries may seem to be all of these things. But they are real diaries.1



I’ve chosen to focus on the sixties for many of the reasons above – the pace and speed with which Britain experienced change, culturally, socially and sexually. As a gay man born in 1926, and who eventually died at the age of eighty-eight in 2014, Mr Lucas’s life marked the milestones of queer liberation: seeing the first fruits of freedom during the Second World War (he was nineteen at its end), to the partial decriminalization of gay sex in England and Wales as he turned forty-one. He even lived to see the first same-sex marriages in the year he died. His life was one of the last lived under threat of arrest; he was one of the few remaining guides to a world of blackmail, violence and police harassment. But it was a life also filled with a sense of community, laughter, parties and the need to protect one another from a society that hated us then and still holds its nose at times today. And it was a life full of sex. Lots and lots and lots of sex.


19 November 1958 (Wednesday):

Tonight, I took home an Irish lad introduced to me by stout Charles the [General Post Office] security officer some time ago – spent in all £1 [£28.69 – all currency conversions are in today’s money] on him – willing lad, if not able, and quite pleasant. Then, as I was relaxing over cocoa before going to bed, I was surprised to receive a visit (at 11.30 at night) from Charlie, a pleasant lad who is active heterosexually and passive homosexually. I obliged him as he wanted, and finally went to bed feeling pleased at my ability to have sex twice in an hour and a half and extremely flattered that an attractive young man more than ten years my junior should find such sexual satisfaction in me as to call on me at 11.30 at night.



I first met Mr Lucas when I was working on a documentary about male prostitution and, while he eventually declined to appear on screen, asking instead for his words to be read by an actor, he and I remained friends until he died. He left me the diaries in his will, but in the chaotic aftermath of his death and the clearance of his house, I had to literally fish some out of the attendant skip. But ultimately, the entirety of the fifty-six diaries I managed to rescue – with only a few missing – each marking a year from 1948 to 2009 when his health started to falter, represents one man’s attempt to find love, to assemble meaning in a society that would, at times, wish him dead. As the diaries open in 1948 when Mr Lucas is a twenty-one-year-old army conscript serving out the final moments of his National Service duties, his desire, his need for love, is evident.


13 February 1948 (Friday):

I fell to reflecting on my melancholy situation, forever cursed to love those that can never love me, tormented by love in a hell of loneliness, reduced to loving, silently, lance-corporals and drivers met by chance on inspections.



I have also chosen to focus on the sixties to show that Mr Lucas is more than a product of his passions. Hero or antihero, victim or villain, is something we will not shy away from answering, but for me – and I hope for you as the reader as well – our diarist acts as the most perfect psychosexual guide to Britain as the country unfolds from the privations of the forties and the strictures of the fifties. Never an ardent activist, just as his place was never at the barricades of any of the demonstrations of the sixties, his role was watcher, an observer noting everything down in his tiny handwriting, scratched out every night without fail in the diaries I have before me today.

Yet beyond the pathos, there is also humour from Mr Lucas, armed with a dry waspish wit and ever a scabrous pen; the takedowns he writes of his ‘frenemies’ are endless and delicious. The side characters, who appear throughout the sixties and then, like many diary accounts, disappear again into the margins of history, into the detritus of someone else’s life, are simply magnificent. From the melancholy of the journalist Tokyo Rose, forever mourning a lost love or nursing a black eye from the current one, to H. D. Williams, an early victim of conversion therapy (the discredited practice of trying to change someone’s sexuality or gender identity), Mr Lucas’s friends act as ciphers to the decade and its changes. And that’s to say nothing of the fabulous old Mr Niece and his ‘phallomania’…


15 April 1963 (Easter Monday):

Old fat Charles Niece is an intolerable nuisance at times with his phallomania. When I am told (as tonight) that ‘such-a-one has got a nice piece of meat’ or ‘a big packet’ or a ‘huge chopper’, my interest in the young man is at once quenched, however attractive in features or conversation. My imagination pictures some disproportionate penis, unduly elongated, hideously pendant between his legs. Why Niece and so many other homosexuals should have this intense interest in the size of the penis, I don’t know…



I also chose the sixties for one other crucial reason: the decade details the ten-year, slow-moving car crash of a friendship that almost leads to Mr Lucas’s ruination and, at one point, we see him contemplating murder. The potential victim? Irish Peter, a scheming rent boy as the decade opens; a hardened member of the Firm, the notorious gang headed up by the Kray twins, at the close of it. Obsession becomes love and then turns to hate over those ten years, as Mr Lucas comes close to the real underworld of sixties London, the gangsters of the East End head west and the overlap between the gay and criminal worlds is complete. ‘The world [Peter] moves in is a cannibal one and its denizens prey on each other,’ Mr Lucas writes presciently in 1961.

When I think of the sixties, I think of Mr Lucas ambling through life, always in the background, at times unnoticed, at others his head bobbing above the parapet, but always writing, writing, writing – his diary his only true friend, the one constant to his life for more than seventy years and our guide now to a lost queer world of sixties London.


5 September 1965 (Sunday):

On my way home I reflected that my diary-keeping – it’s twenty-three years since I first felt the need to set down something of what I thought and what I saw – would be understood by few or none of those I knew. Most homosexuals, in any case, dread the written word, and would entirely concur with Boswell’s observation that ‘a plan of this kind is dangerous, as a man might, in the openness of his heart, say many things and discover many facts that might do him great harm if the journal should fall into the hands of his enemies’. There are the great diarists and recorders, Pepys, Walpole, Boswell himself; the host of lesser writers – Croker, Greevey, Greville, Fitzroy, Kilvert, all the scribbling generals, politicians, litterateurs; and the little people like me, with the same compulsive itch to record and repeat, but neither style nor interesting matter, who benefit only the ink and paper makers, or at best turn out a phrase or two that would be worth remembering.








1

George Leo John Lucas

IT WAS THE plates that struck me first. Row upon row of grubby porcelain plates; some cracked, others held together with greying Sellotape, each sporting its own parabola of dirt and dust.

On each one, as I climbed the stairs of the grotty maisonette flat in Clapham, listening to the wheezy sounds of Mr Lucas quadruple-locking the door behind me, a face stared back – photographs of young men in their twenties or thirties; some clothed, others with dicks in hand or waggling their penises eagerly at an out-of-sight cameraman.

‘What on earth are these?’ I asked, gripping the handrail and turning back to Mr Lucas.

‘My boys,’ he rasped. ‘My boys.’

Mr Lucas had been buying boys for almost forty years. I should make it clear from the outset that by ‘boys’ both he and I mean men in their early twenties – Mr Lucas makes it clear many, many times, that his tastes are for the ‘sturdier’ young men – but he probably spent many thousands of pounds paying for sex over the decades.

It was 1994 and I was down from the University of Edinburgh where I had just finished my third and penultimate year of an English Literature degree. In need of cash over the summer, I had taken on a job as a researcher on a documentary about male prostitution in the twentieth century. Quite a smart job for an undergrad, but helped somewhat by the fact that my boyfriend at the time, Will Parry, was down as the lead researcher and hired me to help.

The documentary, sadly, faltered at the pre-production stage and never got made in the end, but my job was to find both the punters and the ‘boys’, the rent boys who were active in the fifties and sixties – and then probably solidly into retirement age – or those still on the scene. My first port of call had been to place an advert in the gay papers of the day – Capital Gay and the Pink Paper being the main two.

And Mr Lucas, George Leo John Lucas, then aged sixty-eight, got in touch.


6 September 1994 (Tuesday):

In Capital Gay on Saturday, I noticed a brief reference to a research study on male prostitution whose researchers ask ‘sex workers and their clients’ to get in touch with them. I wrote saying I’d be glad to assist, and this morning a Mr Parry replies very civilly, requesting an interview and remarking on ‘the invaluable historical knowledge I must possess of how prostitution has changed over recent decades’, which is true and perceptive.



Yes, he’d been active on the rent-boy scene for decades, and yes, he’d be more than happy to talk to a researcher, with an eye to possibly appearing on screen at some point.

So round I went, nervous and inexperienced, but keen to find out more about this mysterious man.

The flat on Mandalay Road in Clapham was in a terrible state. I’ve described it since as a Miss Havisham flat, not having been cleaned for what looked like decades, but frankly it was much, much worse than that. It stood as a firm rebuttal of Quentin Crisp’s comment about there not being any need to do housework because ‘after the first four years the dirt doesn’t get any worse’.1

As I climbed those stairs, wondering whether I’d ever make it back alive or end up being dragged down, stair by jagged stair, wrapped in a moulding carpet, these are the things I noticed: the plates; the peeling wallpaper; the almost neat tramlines up the worn carpet where Mr Lucas and his friends had gone willingly to their fate; the splintered handrail, paint having been worn off years ago; and the smell.

My god, the flat reeked. Not that musty, old-person flat smell, but as if something – someone? – had died many, many years ago and been left to rot happily in a corner. As I turned into the living room, on the right at the top of the stairs, it all sort of made sense.

The living room was a cocoon. Lined by books of all shapes, sizes and ages, more pictures of ‘boys’ hung on every wall. There were at least three, maybe four, rugs on the floor. An old armchair – ‘worn’ is not a good enough word to describe just how knackered it was – in one corner, crowded in by free-standing bookcases and piles and piles of old newspapers and magazines.

A door on one side opened to the kitchen, unmodernized since Mr Lucas had moved in in 1969 and the source of at least some of the smell (and that’s before we get to the ever-present dildo neatly parked on one of the lower shelves).

And then there was Mr Lucas himself. He was never George to me, always Mr Lucas. Partly because calling him George Lucas – hello Star Wars – just sounded silly, and partly because, well, to play the game, I consciously made him into a character; a character both in his own life and, over a period of more than twenty years, in mine.

He wore an old black three-piece suit; almost certainly the same old black three-piece suit he was wearing every time I saw him subsequently. Back in 1994, it was already worn, with a rip down the left arm that had been sewn back together of sorts with an arrangement of safety pins. All of varying sizes, of course. His voice was slightly cracked and veering towards the croaky: he sounded – and looked – like a relic from a bygone era. Pallid, his white skin pocked by liver spots, face discoloured by age, his fingers, slightly bloated, poking out from beneath the wrecked sleeves of his suit.

And, like the flat, he also stank. He smelled, sorry to say this, very distinctly of shit (which, when I dared to enter his bathroom a few visits later, also made sense). And, like the flat, he was also covered in dust. The collar of his white shirt was grubby; his tie neatly tied but stained; and the shoulders and waistcoat of his suit lightly coated in what could have been dandruff, but was almost certainly something much worse.

He looked as if he’d risen from the grave.

Needless to say, I was gripped. Fascinated and gripped – and then, my eyes scanning the room as if casing the joint, I noticed the diaries. Taking up most of one wall, all filed neatly in order of year. On each fraying spine, I could just about make out a year – 1952, 1968, 1983. The earlier years were slim, almost neat. But by the time they reached the eighties, as I would soon discover, each volume was overspilling with photographs that fell into your hands as you turned the pages.

‘Before we start, could I ask you what those are?’ I squeaked.

And down they came. The diaries, each one a year in the life of Mr Lucas. Each one stuffed full of photographs – of rent boys (clothed and unclothed), of his house, of the lost queer world of decades ago. Each one a tale of a London long since passed.

Interlaced into each were newspaper clippings, mainly of middle-aged men being robbed by those in their twenties, receipts, cinema tickets – all manner of collected crap from a life that spanned almost nine decades.

‘Would you like a drink?’ he asked in his curiously gravelly voice, sort of like the light graveyard rumble you might hear when a tomb is opened for the first time since the fifteenth century. And someone emerges…
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16 September 1994 (Friday):

The interview lasted two hours almost, ’till 1.25. Hugh [sic] Greenhalgh is a good-looking dark-haired young man in his early twenties, well-spoken, who asked few questions and let my recollections and reminiscences flow out, unstructured, digressive, omitting much, as I realized after he’d gone.



Born on 16 June 1926, Mr Lucas grew up in Chadwell Heath, a small suburb of Romford now on the eastern edge of London’s urban sprawl, then a forty-five-minute train ride to the centre of ‘Town’, as he always called it. His was a typically lower middle-class upbringing. Not poor exactly, but one in which the pressures of little money exacerbated the tensions between his constantly warring parents, Edmund and Johanna, a clerk at Customs and Excise and a housemaker. An only child, he attended West Ham Grammar School (now known as St Bonaventure’s) in Forest Gate between the ages of twelve and eighteen, years informed by genteel poverty and the outbreak of the Second World War in 1939, when Mr Lucas was thirteen. He was bullied badly during his school years, writing many years later when he returned to the area in July 1979 of the ‘streets of pain and fear’ and trying to avoid his classmates who ‘would torment me’.

Mr Lucas grew up to be a shy, somewhat introspective young man, very conscious of his receding hairline (parted in the middle, much to the amusement of his mother) and often the target of scorn from both parents. And when he ducks their brickbats, they take glee in screaming at each other. ‘I have learned better since 1952,’ he writes, looking back in 1969. ‘Seventeen years ago – living at home, amid the jangling and bickering of mother and father reproaching and reviling one another and joining to reproach and revile me.’

His mother, a staunch Irish Roman Catholic, and his father, a rabid atheist, are quite spectacularly ill-matched and religious war flares regularly at number 14 Bath Road.


22 March 1951 (Thursday):

Father railed against the church, Pope and priests. He said he’d leave his money to the Protestant Alliance and the Communist Party, and said he’d die happy could he see the Pope burned alive in the Red Square at Moscow.



Mr Lucas is often caught in the crossfire, not least as both his parents are very aware of his sexuality. Entry after entry details the almost daily abuse he endured – until his parents moved to Holland-on-Sea in 1955, leaving him living at Bath Road for another couple of years.


26 January 1953 (Monday):

This evening at home a horrible outburst of rage by my mother – her worst since her unforgiveable tirade of last August 19th. I arrived home to find my mother and father shouting and grimacing at each other because the coal was not in. She suddenly snarled at me, ‘If you were a man, you’d punch him in the face.’ I resented this and said so; and a flood of the most filthily malignant abuse was poured out on me. ‘You humpy backed old homo, go and join Field [an M.P. convicted in 1953 of ‘importuning for immoral purposes’]… go and hang round conveniences and wait for them. You filthy toad, you old homo… you came home from Germany with a filthy disgraceful past and I went and humiliated myself to Mr Atkins [at the civil service] to get you reinstated… you ought to be down on your knees to me… you’ve got no gut in you’ (this several times). Then, to the cat, ‘That old homo made me forget to give you your milk.’ She continued to croon endearments to the cat and make filthy allegations of sexual immorality against me, while her husband snarled and gibbered to himself in another room. This is terribly distressing, especially when the peace and serenity of love in my heart are so defiled, so stained, by filthy insinuations.



His father is no better.


2 May 1948 (Sunday):

I was awakened by my father shouting below, ‘I want him to lose his job, I want him dragged down as low as he can be, the homosexual!’



His sexuality became evident to his parents in 1940, when Mr Lucas was just fourteen. The exact details are unclear, but his father, in particular, constantly returns to the young Mr Lucas’s ‘attempted seduction of a housepainter’, although Mr Lucas does reflect in 1979 how he first had sex in a public lavatory aged fourteen. We’ll come back to the fractious relationship with his parents a little later, as this explains much about Mr Lucas and his many insecurities.

Let’s return for now to that book-stuffed, newspaper-strewn room when I first met him in 1994, Mr Lucas stretching to pick a random diary from the bookcase. And so we started – with his account of being robbed in 1968 when he was aged forty-one. A tale that I had no idea would come to define both my relationship with him and that of his with a certain Irish Peter.


3 January 1968 (Wednesday):

What I have so long dreaded, the terror whose shadow has lain cold across the last two years, fell on me tonight.

I had just gone to bed this early Wednesday morning, about 1.45, when the door buzzer sounded again and again. John Joyce1, coming round at 2 o’clock, I thought, huddled in my dressing gown, and hesitated at the head of the stairs.

The buzzer sounded again, I thought of banging on the front door and of the Hemsworths2 roused, and went down. There were two shadows silhouetted in the glass, and a thought of Peter came into mind.

‘Who’s there?’ I called out, rather low.

‘Police. We’re police officers.’

Someone else, used to the idea of the police calling on my account, on Lavin’s or Williams’3, would have drawn back and phoned the police station; but I, credulous, had the door open in the next moment, and before the idea the police might be come over for little Maher4 had faded, I found myself seized by a tall young man and a shorter stockier one that rushed in, turned round and forced me up the stairs into my sitting room.

A third man came in behind them… but he went off into the bedroom before I could see his face or anything much of his figure.

Pushed down into my armchair, the tall young man holding the opened blades of the scissors close before my face, I spoke as fair as I could for terror and shock, asked that personal papers and matters of no value to them be left, and watched as the sideboard drawers were pulled open, my £14 [£300] spending money counted, my watches examined – the tall youth a glum and spruce cold-eyed eighteen-year-old with the flat lower-class secondary school accent of the type, enquired ‘are you a shoplifter?’ on seeing four watches.

The shorter youth – Dublin, by his voice, and also spruce in a grey overcoat, picked over the old pennies I had accumulated in an envelope. Another pouncing on the gold locket with my mother’s picture enquired ‘is this your grandmother?’

Being told it was my mother’s picture he observed ‘We’ll leave you that’ and put it out of sight. Then, looking at the faces in the Victorian lockets on the wall, he exclaimed ‘I know that one – that’s Eddie Johnstone.’5

After this I was hustled out into the front room to be left under guard of this Dubliner. I glanced into my bedroom as we passed but could see only a dark figure leaning over suits and coats thrown on the bed – bending to avoid recognition – before I was hurried on.

The Dubliner was less intimidating by himself, and even apologetic, seemed concerned over my uncontrollable trembling, and, enquiring what the 1914–18 war medal was he’d found in the envelope of coins, restored it to me when I told him it was a souvenir of my deceased uncle.

Presently the tall youth returned and made some cryptic remarks about ‘we get paid for this, we’re doing it for a firm, you aren’t the only one’.

Some discussion ensued about tying me up, and in fact my hands were tied behind me with a short length of my own string.

The Dublin youth proposed locking the door, but when I objected to the inconvenience and disturbance changed his mind. With warnings not to move they departed on to the landing, I heard a muttered ‘stall him’ as the third man, no doubt, having plundered the sitting room, went off.

I heard the telephone moved (and to my pleas it should be left undamaged got only ‘we can’t take risks’ from the tall youth, and a contemptuous dismissive ‘can it’ when the Dubliner began to say, ‘Will you give me your word as a gentleman…?’) … and then they were gone.

I crept to the window but could see nothing and hear nothing but heavy driving rain.

My sitting room had been well rummaged, when I stood, at 2.30 in the morning, gazing on the wreck of what would never more be a secure home. All the glass-fronted Victorian lockets I have collected over eight years were gone, save for that of my mother the Dubliner spared, another they had missed, and two large brass ones still on the wall.

The silver tea caddy, too, was gone (and its contents neatly poured on a plate in the kitchen – a house-trained burglar, probably the Dubliner), the silver apostle sugar tongs and the silver Indian bowl I bought my aunt in 1956, with the silver napkin ring that came from my childhood home, dented where I’d flung it, nearly thirty years ago, at my father.

Gone too, was the silver artillery medal I bought last year; and only my old metal pocket watch was left of the four watches I had before. It was no surprise to see my umbrella gone – I had seen the tall youth with it on his arm; and I didn’t grudge the Dubliner the badly worn pair of nylon socks he had said he fancied.

It was distressing to see the telephone flex torn out; but by now I felt I would do no good contemplating my losses, and I retired to my bedroom, where suits and overcoats were piled higgledy-piggledy on the bed, the drawers pulled open, and my black gloves gone.

But to my great satisfaction I found the old artillery ring, the heirloom of my great-grandfather Captain Lucas, was still in its case.

In bed, it was past 4.30 a.m. before I fell asleep. For nearly two hours my thoughts were busy with the third man – obviously someone known to me, who had recruited these two novice bandits to plunder by proxy and keep his identity hid; obviously someone who knows my flat sufficiently well to press the night bell.

Peter, very likely, but though the episode bore traces of a crafty sinuous mind like his, I would not have expected him to be so moderate. My records were untouched, and my porcelain figures.

Who else knows my address and could find his way here?

Maguire, for one, and Tony Brown, for another. Either could have planned the details.

Others who know where I live are rather less probable – Sleman, Riordan, Clarke, Tilford, in descending order of likelihood.

Joyce it almost certainly wasn’t, for he’d never have left my diaries untouched. There are others, more casual visitors, might have conceivably found their way back – Lyons, Ross, Dignam – but they don’t seem very probable.

It must be, I think, Peter or Maguire or Brown, and Eddie Johnstone himself as an outside possibility.

Why not inform the police? It’s true the police might catch this trio and recover my missing property; but I don’t fancy being named in the South London Press with the chance of very disagreeable allegations made against me at the trial, and the rogues in the end given a very light sentence.

Bald middle-aged homosexuals do not excite much judicial (or police) sympathy when they have the misfortune to be robbed by young men. Though not exactly hors la loi [outside the law] any longer, I would prefer to endure my loss in silence.

The loss of the money is an inconvenience, though I hope the money left over from the sale of the Redbridge house will cover it. (If I had moved to Redbridge how far and for how long would I have averted a similar episode?)

The loss of those glass-fronted photograph lockets is irreparable. I wonder if I’ll ever see one, still with a colour photograph of Leo Sutton or Johnston or Peter looking out, in some shady jewelled display.

The caddy and sugar tongs and bowl I regret, but not half as much as I regret that silver napkin ring my childish fingers handled in those long-past years. The loss of my own wristwatch is an irritation – though when I put it on in the spring of the year before last I wondered, now I remember, how long it would be before I was robbed of it.

The worst is the loss of any illusion of security, I shall always be frightened, now, of a ring at the door, I shall always taste the fears shared by Jews in Nazi Germany, by the politically obnoxious in all the tyrannies of the world, the ever-present lurking dread of the ring at the door in the small hours, the sudden invasion of one’s private home, the pitiless faces uttering cold questions… throughout all the remaining years now, into old age, I shall go fearful, and with cause, anxiety born of experience chilling and shadowing every encounter with a young man, near certainty of loss souring the possession of any piece of gold or silver ware.

It is eighteen years that I wrote of someone going forward ‘down a stony and sorrowful road to a future of aching years’.

The road I have walked to 1968 has been stony and sorrowful enough, and the years will ache worse as I go on from this ambush.

The sight of my sitting room, forlorn in the cold morning, was dispiriting; it was a good thing that the constant pressure of business at the office should keep me on the strict, unable to think of what I’d lost or how. Work is an opiate.

To the bank to withdraw £10 [£216], and straight away to spend £4-15s-6d [£103.21] on a calendar watch with clear luminous figures on a black dial I’d noticed in the jeweller’s window in Charing Cross Road and half-decided I’d buy.

It’s a mercy I’d put off buying it on Monday.

It’s an elegant enough watch, a German make, a little like that I’d had of Gale in Hanover Street seventeen years ago and lost to the thievish young men in 1955. I think it’s three watches that have been stolen from me now.

To Piccadilly Circus tonight, very wretched, and was a little inebriated by the ready sympathy and understanding that Smith expressed. I have suspected him a little in the past, but I know he’s had nothing to do with robbing me; and his expressions of contempt and anger for the robbers rang true.

Fred, the Scots lad, too, was as mannerly and sympathetic as I could have wanted, though I’ve spoken to him but once before. I can rule out Lyons, at any rate, for I’m told he’s in Wandsworth gaol. Whatever he’s done, he’s done nothing to me.

I ran into Ross, with his older ex-guardsman companion, in the ’Dilly underground, and mentioned my having had an unfortunate experience and unpleasant callers last night.

‘Did you have your telephone flex cut?’ said he, which has set me thinking. I don’t see how he could be concerned, but I’m sure he must have heard someone describing how ‘they’d turned a chump over and cut the geezer’s telephone cord’.

No duplicate season ticket at Leicester Square station – but John Leround in the ticket queue, who insisted on buying mine, introduced me to a girl he was taking to his new lodgings, and pressed on me a prize he’d just won at bingo, a carving knife and fork, cheap but useful. This was heart-warming. I must not rule everyone out, nor suspect everyone overmuch. Better to think of those who have not robbed me, those whose acquaintanceship I am glad of. I remember it’s a year since ‘Tokyo Rose’6 had a similar experience.





1 An occasional friend of Mr Lucas’s and one-time pash.

2 The downstairs neighbours.

3 Two friends of Mr Lucas’s.

4 An occasional rent-boy friend.

5 Another rent boy.

6 Journalist friend of Mr Lucas’s. The origins of his nickname – sometimes shortened to Rosie Toke – are unknown.
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The Early Years

WHO WAS THE man who found himself being burgled by three young men that night in January 1968? The earlier diaries give a fascinating insight into the young Mr Lucas. We join Mr Lucas, an earnest, deeply religious and very dreamy bespectacled twenty-one-year-old on Thursday, 1 January 1948. In the UK, King George VI, father of Queen Elizabeth II, has just bestowed the annual New Year Honours; the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade, a precursor to the World Trade Organization, has come into effect; and Mr Lucas is searching for his socks.

Britain as a country is weary. Battered and bruised economically after almost exactly six years of war, the capital is pockmarked by bomb sites, its inhabitants still mourning those lost. Clement Attlee is in power for the Labour Party and, in July that year, would oversee the creation of the National Health Service, still creaking on all these years later.

And so the backdrop to the earliest diaries is set. Counting down the days to the end of his National Service, we come to the first entry of Mr Lucas’s surviving diaries. It opens in a typical nitpicking way with a reminder note to himself: ‘Investigate socks prior to kit check.’ This is a man for whom every detail must be recorded. Not just his moods or those of others. Not just the sexual encounters, coy in the forties and fifties; more explicit as we drift into the sixties and seventies. But everything around him, whether it is the political climate or the actual temperature.
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‘A wonderful, poignant book’

Luke Turner, author of Out of the Hoods
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