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FOREWORD


by Matthew Parris


The intending author of a book like this faces three big difficulties. All three should be acknowledged. All three should be seen as reasons for reserve. But none can be accepted as an argument against going ahead.


The intending reader should respond likewise.


The first difficulty is that especially when it comes to politicians, stories about sexual scandal are inherently interesting, but often for salacious reasons rather than the pursuit of truth.


Sex sells. It may help us understand history better – I believe it does – but much else that helps us understand history, though capable of careful research and earnest presentation, will not attract readers. Sex does. Gossip about secret homosexuality has always invited prurient curiosity. To devote several years – and a book – to the pursuit of sexual rumour opens an author to the charge of exploiting history rather than furthering its study.


To this I reply that it lays upon the author the duty to take great care not to overstate, not to blur the distinction between fact and rumour, and to bear always in mind that the more thoughtful reader will be looking to understand the whole person better, rather than gasp or snigger.


The second difficulty is that although homosexuality is not these days considered by most as a disgrace or a reason for shame, some whiff of embarrassment does still (for many) hang around the subject. It shouldn’t. Might a book called Closet Queens be accused of encouraging an aura of taboo?


To this I reply that it might. It depends how the book is written. A reputable author should not trade on, and a reputable reader should not seek, any kind of a tut-tut or finger-wag. The secret lives of deceased politicians should be treated respectfully and in the most factual and unjudgemental way.


The third difficulty is, if you like, historiographical: if a study’s focus is on an aspect of people’s lives that the world (and perhaps they themselves) considered shameful and potentially ruinous, we can assume that reports would have been unlikely to see the light of day, while the individual concerned, and his intimates and successors, will have taken every possible precaution to bury or destroy the evidence. To put it bluntly (as Michael Bloch does) if these rumours were based on fact, it’s likely we have been left only with the rumour. A study like this will therefore, and inevitably, be dominated by speculation and supposition, and open to the charge that much has been alleged but nothing proved.


To this I reply that that is certainly true, and always a reason for caution, but cannot be allowed to call off the very idea of pursuing the story.


Three objections, then: are we behaving like peeping Toms? Are we encouraging the view that homosexuality is shameful? And is all this just unsubstantiated tittle-tattle anyway?


Mr Bloch’s study, and the way he has conducted and presented it, answers these challenges convincingly.


First: his treatment of his subjects is careful and respectful. If readers are looking for mere titillation they will not find it in these pages. Bloch’s approach is forensic and never overheated. It is left to the reader to decide whether the inclinations or behaviour of his subjects matter. His chapter on the late Sir Edward Heath is a model in this respect.


Secondly: this is not an unkind study. You will not find here a censorious word, and the author remains studiously morally neutral, though the implications of (for instance) ‘Loulou’ Harcourt’s behaviour are shocking. For the most part – paedophilia excepted – Bloch’s study does invite sympathy for men in public life who were forced by popular prejudice to hide from the world something quite important about themselves; and the reader will certainly not end up on the side of the curtain-twitchers or moralisers. But the author himself stands back from judgement, allowing the reader to judge.


Thirdly: this is history that knows and acknowledges its limitations. Michael Bloch is very, very careful to distinguish between rumour, report and incontrovertible fact. Nobody whom these accounts touch could complain that smoke has been turned into fire.


But the smoke fascinates me. I am only one reader, but as such I confess I do find gossip interesting and I’m not free from mere curiosity. The book can be read just for fun.


But you will not read it without being drawn deeper into a sense of the tangle of history and the mess people can make of their lives privately, while presenting a front of rationality and control. You will not read it without thinking harder and more carefully about the extent to which private turmoil, even shame, does – and the extent to which it may not – exert a hidden influence on the public man. The links between the unseen and the seen are never far from the author’s mind, and will not be far from yours.


Finally, you will often enough chuckle. There is considerable half-concealed humour in some of these stories, and one senses that Michael Bloch relishes it. I shall not forget his report of Sir Winston Churchill’s remark one November on hearing that a minister had been caught cavorting with a guardsman in the bushes of St James’s Park: ‘On the coldest night of the year? It makes you proud to be British.’




INTRODUCTION


During the 1990s I wrote a biography (only published on his death in 2014) of Jeremy Thorpe, the charismatic politician who led Britain’s historic Liberal Party from 1967 to 1976. Thorpe possessed outstanding political gifts, and transformed his party’s fortunes: having received 2.3 million votes at the general election of 1966, the Liberals won 6 million in 1974 and could, had they wished, have entered into a governing coalition with the Conservatives. He was a dazzling performer, who claimed that he would have gone on the stage had he not launched himself into politics; his inspirational personality was largely responsible for the Liberal upsurge. At the same time he was a master of the ‘dark arts’ of politics – intrigue, presentation and manipulation – and an accomplished political risk-taker. (It should be added that, while Thorpe tended to be popular with the public, with his party’s rank-and-file and with those he met socially, he was not always liked by those who had dealings with him, many of whom regarded him as devious, flashy, egotistical and superficial.)


Though he enjoyed the company of women, many of whom found him very attractive, Thorpe was fundamentally gay by nature: during his life he enjoyed several close relationships with other men, and numerous sexual escapades. As all homosexual activity between men was illegal in England until 1967, and continued to attract intense social disapproval for a quarter of a century after that (the annual Social Attitudes survey suggested that half of the population still considered it to be ‘always wrong’ as late as 1993), this was something that Thorpe, like so many others, had to keep secret from the world at large. Any public exposure of his sexual activities, apart from putting him at risk of criminal prosecution, promised to spell the ruin of his political career amid circumstances of the utmost disgrace. He therefore led a double life: while pursuing a homosexual ‘rake’s progress’ behind the scenes, he was always gallant with ‘the ladies’, married twice (his first wife, by whom he had a son, died as the result of a car crash), and acted the part of a respectable family man. To use a crude but trenchant expression which came into fashion in the 1960s, he was (like almost all other politicians of the time of a similar persuasion) a ‘closet queen’. Thorpe was, indeed, somewhat unusual in that he continued to lead an active homosexual life after he had become a well-known public figure; many politicians, fearful of the risks and ambitious for their careers, repressed their homosexuality as they ‘climbed the greasy pole’, and in some cases led entirely celibate lives, while continuing to have feelings which they were anxious to keep secret. The fate of Thorpe himself suggested they had good reason to do so: in 1976 he was obliged to resign as Liberal leader when details emerged of an affair with a younger man fifteen years earlier (when it was still illegal); and in 1979 he found himself tried at the Old Bailey for having allegedly conspired to have the man in question murdered: though he was acquitted, the evidence which the trial revealed of his homosexual past and his efforts to cover it up left him a discredited figure.


While this was not a point to which I drew undue attention in my biography, it often occurred to me while I was writing it that the skills which Thorpe developed as a clandestine homosexual were not dissimilar to those which made him such an effective politician. These skills may be said to fall into four categories: (1) quick wits and sharp antennae; (2) acting ability – enabling one to dazzle the public with showmanship, and cover up and dissemble where necessary; (3) a talent for intrigue and subterfuge (surely a necessary part of the equipment of even the most ‘virtuous’ politician); (4) a capacity for taking calculated risks, allied to an aptitude for dealing with threatening situations. Another factor in Thorpe’s story was that there seemed to be a psychological link between the thrill of ‘feasting with panthers’ (as Oscar Wilde described the dangerous allure of casual homosexual encounters) and the general excitement of politics. Intrigued by these coincidences, I conceived the idea of producing a literary survey of homosexual or bisexual male politicians* in twentieth-century Britain, with a view to investigating how they coped with the double lives they were usually obliged to lead, and whether the duplication of ‘closet queen’ and political qualities, so evident in Thorpe’s case, generally held true. It occurred to me that the proportion of men who fell into this category was likely to be greater in politics than in other walks of life, for two reasons. First, the very fact that they were actors, risk-takers, intriguers, etc. would tend to draw them towards the profession. Secondly, many of the century’s parliamentary politicians were educated at all-male boarding schools,* which (while officially proscribing homosexuality on pain of expulsion) fostered intense and often sexual friendships among their pupils, and also provided training in ‘playing the game’ (which from the closet-queen point of view meant breaking the rules and getting away with it).


However, I soon realised that there was a serious obstacle in the way of this project. For closet queens are by nature intensely secretive. They do not, as a rule, keep diaries or write letters casting light on their sexuality, nor, if they can help it, do they allow gossip to circulate regarding their tastes. They often destroy their papers or arrange for them to be destroyed after their deaths. If their biographies are written, their families usually ensure that this aspect of their lives is barely mentioned.† How, therefore, is one to find out about their modus operandi? (It is true that ‘Chips’ Channon kept a diary which is rumoured to contain information about the sex lives of both himself and other ‘queer’ politicians; but all such references were carefully expurgated from the edition which was published in 1967, since when no historian, so far as I am aware, has been granted access to the originals. It is also true that two men who feature in these pages, Tom Driberg and Ian Harvey, wrote memoirs dealing more or less frankly with their homosexuality, while Nigel Nicolson, the son of another, wrote a book mentioning his father’s proclivities; but these publications – all of which took place during that interesting decade, the 1970s, and caused some sensation at the time – were exceptional.) In Thorpe’s case it was possible to discover quite a lot, because his period of activity was relatively recent, because he had led a promiscuous life and taken extraordinary risks, leaving a trail of evidence, and because he encountered serious trouble resulting in a sensational trial, as a result of which he was the subject of extensive investigations, both public and private. But most of my potential subjects were long dead, they had (even if they succeeded in leading fulfilling romantic lives) behaved discreetly, and they had managed to avoid serious trouble. Indeed, it may be that some (even fairly prominent) politicians of the past were entirely successful in concealing their homosexuality from all but their closest intimates, their secret going with them to their graves. And this is merely to speak of those who led active sex lives. How is one to get a picture of the emotions of those who chose to remain largely or entirely celibate?


Here, nevertheless, for what it is worth, is my survey of homosexual, bisexual and sexually ambiguous male British politicians of the last century. I have cast the net wide, including some who managed to be fairly open about their tastes while avoiding trouble, others who led complex double lives, often married with children, and some who to a greater or lesser degree repressed their sexuality,* along with some who seem to have been genuinely bisexual, and some who would normally be considered heterosexual but who had homosexual pasts, or who exhibited a strong vein of platonic homosexuality in their relationships with young men. Indeed, if one accepts that sexuality is a spectrum, and that the majority are not entirely heterosexual or homosexual but somewhere in between (if mostly inclining towards the heterosexual), it follows that there is a part of most politicians (often repressed or unacknowledged) which, until recent times, they would have wished to keep hidden. (It also follows that some men are potentially capable of going either way: during the last century, overwhelming social pressures would have impelled them in a heterosexual direction; were they embarking on their careers today, many of them might have made a different choice.) Inevitably, the result is more a bird’s-eye glimpse of the subject than a thorough going analysis: much remains shrouded in mystery; bricks have had to be made with limited straw; cautious use has sometimes been made of oral testimony whose value can be difficult to assess. My choice of subjects and the manner in which I have approached them are unashamedly idiosyncratic: to some I have devoted a chapter, to others a few lines; where appropriate, I have dealt with them in pairs, comparing and contrasting. While I hope the study will prove instructive, I have tried not to draw too many conclusions, leaving it to the reader to decide what patterns (if any) emerge.


In the not so distant past, to describe anyone (let alone a public figure) as a homosexual was a slur, and a book dedicated to so describing a whole group of people would have been regarded as potentially libellous in the case of the living, a cruel attack on those who cannot answer back in the case of the dead, and altogether in poor taste. But now that, in most Western societies, homosexuality is generally accepted as a normal preference, and psychologists usually consider that an element of it resides in us all, it is surely time to try to understand the strain of ‘closet-queenery’ which runs through recent political history and has made a significant (and by no means entirely negative) contribution to it. And it implies no disrespect to these often brave and gifted men, and to the tribulations and disappointments they endured, to suggest that the phenomenon, viewed retrospectively, of professing one set of mores for public consumption and adhering (if only mentally) to another for private satisfaction possesses comedic possibilities: I make no apology for the fact that this book aims to entertain as well as enlighten. It might be said that such lives were hypocritical. But hypocrisy is not one of the seven deadly sins; it can spare feelings, avert trouble, and act as a useful social lubricant. It is said to be a very British quality.


Something must be said about the sexual climate in which these men operated. From the dawn of English history until recent times, sexual acts between males were severely penalised by various laws: in particular, under the Buggery Act of 1533 (repealed in 1861) sodomy was a capital offence. Nevertheless, provided reasonable discretion was exercised, it was generally possible to indulge one’s tastes and form relationships while avoiding trouble, especially for those of rank or wealth. London seems to have had a vibrant homosexual subculture for centuries (though one hesitates to use the word ‘homosexual’, with all its modern connotations, in connection with the era before the coining of the word in the 1890s); and homosexual behaviour traditionally flourished in all-male societies such as schools and colleges, the army and navy, and religious houses, as well as at the royal court and in the theatrical and musical worlds. However, a new factor during the Victorian period was the rise of Evangelical Christianity and the associated ‘purity movement’ which sought to cleanse the land of ‘vice’ and contain the ‘scourge’ of prostitution (including male prostitution) which had become endemic in the capital. This tendency triumphed with the passage of the Criminal Law Amendment Act of 1885, which raised the age of (heterosexual) consent from thirteen to sixteen, and incidentally – through the notorious amendment proposed by the Liberal MP Henry Labouchere, owner and editor of the journal Truth which dedicated itself to ‘exposing corruption and moral degeneration’ – introduced the crime of ‘gross indecency’ between males: this was undefined, but was later taken to apply to almost any homosexual behaviour down to a mere act of touching.


During the closing years of the nineteenth century, the ‘homophobic’ public mood was intensified by two widely publicised scandals. In the Cleveland Street affair of 1889, police discovered a male brothel operating in the thoroughfare of that name, staffed by ‘telegraph boys’ working at London’s main post office nearby and including well-known aristocrats among its clients. The authorities were anxious to cover up the affair, especially as the Queen’s senior grandson, Prince Albert Victor, was rumoured to have visited the establishment; the brothel-keeper was allowed to escape abroad, as were some prominent clients (notably the Prince of Wales’s equerry Lord Arthur Somerset), and though some of the boys and their ‘minders’ were prosecuted, they received light sentences. After a muted beginning the affair raised an outcry in the press, as well as in parliament (where the government was lambasted by Labouchere for its exculpatory role); it left an impression on the public of homosexuality as an aristocratic vice which led to the corruption of working-class youths. This impression was spectacularly reinforced a few years later by the case of Oscar Wilde (1895), the most famous dramatist of the day, who, following the collapse of his foolish libel action against the 9th Marquess of Queensberry, was convicted under the Labouchere Amendment and given the maximum sentence of two years’ hard labour after a series of criminal proceedings which had featured the evidence of a procession of rent boys, luridly reported by the popular press. (Another result of the exposure of Wilde, who as a leading light of the ‘aesthetic’ movement had affected outrageously camp mannerisms, was that homosexuality became closely associated in the public imagination with effeminacy – in earlier times, the stereotype of the ‘bugger’ had rather been that of a butch predator.)


As the twentieth century began, therefore, homosexuals operated in an unprecedented climate of fear (described in E. M. Forster’s novel Maurice, written in 1913 but only published in 1971 after his death). Another discouraging factor was that the public schools, and all-male youth associations such as the Boy Scouts (founded in 1908 by the repressed homosexual Robert Baden-Powell), while providing fertile ground for homosexual behaviour, preached a fierce cult of abstinence based on the idea that all sexual activity outside marriage was both sinful and unhealthy. Yet it is easy to exaggerate the tribulations undergone by middle-class British homosexuals, at least during the first half of the century. Certainly, one needed to be secretive about one’s inclinations and discreet in one’s associations; but the need to operate clandestinely lent an extra spice to life, and one was generally safe so long as one drew one’s partners and confidants from a trusted circle of friends. Thus homosexuality flourished within the confines of fraternities such as the Bloomsbury Group. (During the 1930s a clandestine fraternity of this kind may be said to have existed in the House of Commons: homosexual MPs such as Bernays, Boothby, Bracken, Bullock, Cartland, Cazalet, Channon, Latham, Lennox-Boyd, Macnamara, Nicolson and Sassoon knew each other well, were aware of each other’s tastes and often met socially.) The police investigated complaints, and sometimes harassed those who ‘importuned’ in streets, bars and clubs, or who engaged in sexual activity in public parks and lavatories, but until the 1950s they did not usually concern themselves with what went on behind closed doors, and investigations unprompted by complaints were rare. Thus of those relatively few twentieth-century politicians whose careers were effectively terminated by their exposure as homosexuals, just one (Freeth) came to grief as the result of an official investigation, and two others (Harcourt and Latham) on account of inquiries caused by a complaint. Of the remainder, two (Beauchamp and Thorpe) fell because they were hounded by individuals determined to expose and ruin them; two (Fletcher-Cooke and, possibly, Crookshank) because they engaged in risky associations which came to the notice of the authorities; four (Field, Harvey, Hampson and Davies) because of alleged misbehaviour in public places; and several in the 1980s and 90s because they were ‘outed’ by the press (something which would have been unimaginable in previous decades). So far as one can tell, the political careers of the other fifty-odd men mentioned in this book do not seem to have been seriously endangered by their homosexuality (which in several cases, indeed, was repressed, ‘platonic’, or confined to episodes in the past). It is, of course, possible that some of them received the attentions of blackmailers (this being the main terror faced by gay men until recent times), or had to talk or bribe their way out of trouble; but if so they seem to have handled these situations effectively, as few traces now remain.*


The climate altered from decade to decade. In his fascinating book Queer London, 1918–57 (University of Chicago Press, 2005), Matt Houlbrook shows that, in the metropolis, there were times when the police were particularly active in their harassment of homosexuals, and others when they were relatively inactive and it was possible to operate without great risk. The two world wars – during which millions of sex-starved youths were drafted into the armed services, men lived for the moment and the blackout provided anonymity – witnessed an explosion of more or less unregulated homosexual behaviour; in the immediate aftermath of those conflicts, thanks to an austere public mood induced by the loss and suffering, and the protests of the ‘purity brigade’ about the collapse of public morals, there was something of a ‘crackdown’. Owing partly to the male camaraderie which had been instilled by wartime service, partly to a sharp reaction against pre-war morality, homosexuality became rather fashionable in the 1920s, and not merely among such socially privileged groups as the ‘Brideshead generation’ at Oxford: this was a period when women bobbed their hair, dressed so as to look flat-chested and generally tried to appear ‘boyish’ in order to attract men. It was still necessary to exercise considerable discretion (indeed, the sense of belonging to a ‘secret society’ was part of the thrill); but homosexual circles of one kind or another proliferated.


By far the most hazardous decade for homosexuals was the 1950s – a case of the darkest hour occurring before the dawn. On the one hand, a fiercely homophobic Home Secretary, Sir David Maxwell Fyfe,* aided by an equally puritanical Director of Public Prosecutions, Sir Theobald Matthew, was determined to ‘rid England of this plague’; on the other hand, the defection to Moscow in 1951, at one of the ‘hottest’ moments of the Cold War, of two raffish Soviet agents working at the Foreign Office, Guy Burgess and Donald Maclean, of whom the first was homosexual and the second bisexual, reinforced the official view that all homosexuals were ‘security risks’ who had to be ‘rooted out’ in the national interest, a view encouraged by the Americans who were then convulsed with McCarthyite paranoia about such matters. The result was that the police started treating homosexuals as a dangerous fraternity who had to be systematically identified and rounded up: those arrested were promised leniency if they revealed their contacts, who were in turn arrested; search warrants were obtained to raid private premises with a view to obtaining ‘incriminating’ private correspondence. This was a terrible period, during which many men who had done no more than engage in occasional private consensual encounters, such as the cryptographer Alan Turing and the writer Rupert Croft-Cooke, suffered prosecution and disgrace. The most notable victims of the witch-hunt were three distinguished men – the glamorous Lord Montagu of Beaulieu, the Dorset landowner and war hero Michael Pitt-Rivers, and the journalist Peter Wildeblood – who at a highly publicised trial in Winchester in March 1954 were convicted and sentenced to a year’s imprisonment for having allegedly committed illegal acts with two RAF servicemen at a beach hut on Lord Montagu’s Hampshire estate. Two aspects of the case cast light on the prevailing hysteria. The previous year Montagu had been charged with similar offences involving boy scouts, but the case had collapsed when the boys withdrew their evidence; it would seem that the authorities, wishing to ‘make an example’ of a high-profile victim, were determined one way or another to ‘get’ the young peer (he was then twenty-six) whose homosexuality was well known in society circles. And the trail of evidence which led to the conviction began when RAF personnel throughout the world had their kit examined specifically with a view to finding letters indicating ‘suspicious’ male friendships.


However, even before the Montagu trial ended, Maxwell Fyfe was recommending to the cabinet that they establish a royal commission to reconsider the law regarding homosexuality, seeing that there was ‘a considerable body of opinion which regards the existing law as antiquated and out of harmony with modern knowledge and ideas’; the cabinet was not keen, as the matter was so controversial and the government with its small parliamentary majority would soon have to face the electorate, but Maxwell Fyfe was insistent, and finally it was agreed to appoint a less ‘public’ departmental committee to examine the subject: this was announced in April 1954 and set up in July under the chairmanship of the Vice-Chancellor of Reading University, John Wolfenden. Why the homophobic Maxwell Fyfe, who was then orchestrating the unprecedented national persecution of homosexuals, should have gone out of his way to persuade a reluctant cabinet to institute this body is something of a mystery. When, in September 1957, the Wolfenden Committee, after deliberating for three years, reported with a majority recommendation that homosexual acts committed in private between consenting males over the age of twenty should cease to be criminal, Maxwell Fyfe, now Viscount Kilmuir and Lord Chancellor, declared that he was ‘not going down in history as the man who made sodomy legal’. The idea of an official investigative body had originally been suggested to Maxwell Fyfe in 1953 by a fellow Con servative MP, Sir Robert Boothby (who was himself bisexual, though few of his colleagues were aware of this as he had for years been conducting a highly visible affair with the wife of another prominent Conservative, Harold Macmillan). Boothby and Maxwell Fyfe had been fellow Oxford undergraduates after the First World War, and it may be that Boothby knew of some secret in Maxwell Fyfe’s past (possibly even a youthful homosexual escapade) which enabled him to put pressure on the minister to take the (for him) bizarre step of recommending the Committee’s establishment.* In any case, the cabinet of 1957 agreed with Kilmuir that no steps should be taken to implement the Wolfenden recommendations, and they remained unimplemented for another ten years. It is one of the many ironies of this saga (as described in Chapter 11) that the Macmillan government of 1957–63 which blocked Wolfenden seems to have contained more closet queens than any other of the century – during the years 1959 and 1960, for example, the cabinet included a homosexual or bisexual Foreign Secretary, Chancellor of the Exchequer, Colonial Secretary, Minister of Health and Minister of Labour, and was presided over by a Prime Minister who was rumoured to have been expelled from Eton for homosexuality.


Although public opinion (in so far as it is possible to gauge it) remained opposed to changing the law, a growing consensus in the media, the arts, the churches and the professions (including the legal and medical professions) supported Wolfenden, and by the mid-1960s this included a majority in both houses of parliament (the Lords expressing their support before the Commons). The Labour government which came to power in 1964 showed itself just as reluctant as its Conservative predecessor to introduce the necessary legislation; but thanks to two of its more enlightened members, the Home Secretary Roy Jenkins and the Leader of the House of Commons Richard Crossman, both of whom had enjoyed homosexual adventures in their youth, time was allowed for a Sexual Offences Bill which was privately introduced in the House of Lords by the 8th Earl of Arran and piloted through the House of Commons by Leo Abse MP, and which passed into law in July 1967. That marked just the start of a long campaign to secure legal equality for homosexuals, and the excitements and tribulations faced by gay or bisexual politicians were far from over – as will be described in the Epilogue.


During the dozen years I spent thinking about this book, and the couple of years I devoted to researching and writing it, many people helped me in various ways, and I should like to thank Andrew Best, Jackie Best, John Black, Simon Blow, David Bonner, Piers Brendon, Peter Brooke, Eva Chadwick, Claudia Connal, Richard Davenport-Hines, Juliana Deliyannis, Patric Dickinson, Antony Fletcher, Sue Fox, Jonathan Fryer, Zoe Gullen, Lady Selina Hastings, Jerry Hayes, Sir Michael Howard, Keith Jeffreys, Jonathan King, James Lees-Milne, Sir Mark Lennox-Boyd, Lord Lexden, Andrew Lownie, Ursula Mackenzie, Philip Mansel, Maddie Mogford, Hugh Montgomery-Massingberd, Alastair Morrison, Charles Orwin, Matthew Parris, John Ranelagh, John Rogister, Tony Scotland, Linda Silverman, Denis Staunton, Richard Thorpe, Moray Watson, Tim Whiting and Ed Wilson. Several helpers asked not to be mentioned, and I’m sorry if I’ve left anyone out.
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ARCHIE, REGY, LOULOU AND BILL


We begin with four distinguished statesmen who, between them, were prominent in British public life from the 1880s to the 1930s – the 5th Earl of Rosebery (‘Archie’), the 2nd Viscount Esher (‘Regy’), the 1st Viscount Harcourt (‘Loulou’), and the 7th Earl Beauchamp (‘Bill’). All were educated at Eton, and profoundly affected by that school’s ethos. In politics, they were all Liberals. (Esher, who began his career as private secretary to the leader of the Liberal Party, later became a politically neutral figure close to the leaders of both main parties, but remained a radical at heart.) Rosebery was Liberal Prime Minister in 1894–5; Harcourt and Beauchamp were members of the Liberal government of 1905–15; Esher, though never holding government office, exercised great influence behind the scenes of politics for three decades. Rosebery, Harcourt and Beauchamp all served at different times as First Commissioner of Works, ministerial head of the department which looked after the nation’s properties (including the royal residences and parks), while Esher, as Secretary to the Office of Works, was for some years the department’s presiding civil servant. All were married to rich women, to whom they appear to have been devoted: the marriages of Rosebery, Esher and Harcourt each produced four children, that of Beauchamp no fewer than seven. Yet they were all ruled by homosexual feelings, as a result of which one committed suicide, one was obliged to live most of the last decade of his life in exile, and one was arguably driven to the verge of madness by his repressed emotions. Only Esher managed to combine a successful marriage with a lifetime of fulfilling (though mostly platonic) relationships with young men – though in order to do so he renounced a promising career in conventional politics, contenting himself with the role of éminence grise.


On Gladstone’s retirement in 1894, Archibald Primrose, 5th Earl of Rosebery (1847–1929), became Queen Victoria’s tenth Prime Minister at the age of forty-six. Few premiers in British history have enjoyed so much public popularity on taking office. Rich, handsome, and a celebrated racehorse owner (whose horse twice won the Derby during his premiership), he was a glamorous figure, adored by the popular press. As Chairman of the London County Council, he had won a reputation as a social reformer; during two brief but successful terms as Foreign Secretary, he had shown himself a staunch imperialist at a time when the British Empire had become tremendously popular. He was an outstanding platform speaker, and a brilliant talker; he was also an accomplished writer, whose biography of Pitt the Younger (from whose sister he was descended) had been widely praised. He was the darling of the London crowds, and worshipped in his native Scotland. As his party and its allies appeared to command a comfortable parliamentary majority, and an election was not due for another five years, his premiership looked set to be long and distinguished.* Yet it proved to be the most shambolic of the Victorian era, coming to an ignominious end after only fifteen months in a resounding election defeat which kept the Liberals out of power for a decade.


For all his gifts and charms, Rosebery was a peculiar personality. A hypochondriac given to bouts of depression, he enjoyed little social life during his premiership, which he mostly spent alone at his house in Surrey, brooding melancholically and suffering from a series of mysterious illnesses. His obsessive secrecy led to problems in the business of government; his paranoid suspicion that his colleagues were conspiring against him (though not without foundation) tended to be self-fulfilling; his petulant and egocentric behaviour invited comparison with a spoilt child; his habitual reluctance to accept public office, despite an obvious streak of ambition, struck many as coquettish. Moreover, there were persistent rumours that Rosebery, a widower who surrounded himself with handsome male secretaries,† was homosexual. Oscar Wilde’s disastrous libel case against the 9th Marquess of Queensberry, followed by his prosecution for homosexual offences, took place during Rosebery’s last weeks in office. Rosebery was implicated in that Queensberry’s eldest son, the personable Francis, Viscount Drumlanrig, had been his private secretary, and Queensberry had been alleging that Rosebery had ‘consorted’ with Drumlanrig just as Wilde was consorting with his youngest son Lord Alfred Douglas, an allegation which gained some credence with the dramatic news that Drumlanrig had shot himself. Indeed, during Wilde’s trial Queensberry hinted that he possessed damning evidence of Rosebery’s proclivities as well as of Wilde’s, which he might make public unless Wilde was convicted. While it seems fairly clear that Rosebery possessed homosexual leanings, opinion is divided as to whether he enjoyed physical relationships with other men.


Rosebery was the pretty and precocious son of a Scottish family with long traditions of public service, ennobled in the seventeenth century. His father, who as MP for Stirling held junior office in several Whig administrations, died when he was three, and he had a difficult relationship with his mother, who made a second marriage to the 4th Duke of Cleveland.* Lord Dalmeny (as he was known as heir to the earldom) blossomed at Eton, where his wit, good looks and keen intellect made him popular with both masters and boys. His great mentor was William Johnson, an outstanding tutor who also influenced two other men featured in this book, Balfour and Esher. Johnson not only gave his pupils a superb education, accompanied by philosophical advice which prepared them for life; he also treated them as equals rather than underlings, thus inspiring their affection and sometimes their love. He was an unashamed favouritist, concentrating his attention on boys who were clever and good-looking; he developed intense romantic feelings for these protégés, and derived vicarious satisfaction by encouraging them to form intimate friendships among themselves. (He was probably chaste – though the homoerotic atmosphere he engendered led to his dismissal in 1872, some years after Dalmeny had left the school.) Dalmeny saw him as a father-figure and became one of his top favourites – though Johnson warned him that smugness and laziness might prove his undoing, that he was one of those ‘who seek the palm without the dust’. It is unclear how far Dalmeny reciprocated Johnson’s romantic interest; but he fell madly in love with at least one boy at the school – Frederick Vyner, by whose murder at the hands of Greek brigands in 1870 he was devastated, keeping the anniversary sacred for the rest of his life. He was also close to Edward Hamilton, who remained a lifelong friend (Hamilton, who never married, joined the civil service, and received both promotion and a knighthood during Rosebery’s premiership).


As an undergraduate at Christ Church, Oxford, Dalmeny showed promise as a scholar, but (as Johnson had feared) abandoned himself to dissolute pleasures. While he was there his grandfather died and Rosebery (as he became) inherited the earldom, along with a substantial fortune. He used his inheritance to buy a string of racehorses; when told by the Christ Church authorities that this was not allowed for junior members of the college, he showed aristocratic disdain by abandoning his studies and leaving the university. During his twenties (which he largely devoted to racing and foreign travel), Rosebery met and impressed both Gladstone and Disraeli, who tried to recruit him to their respective causes: though he admired Disraeli more, he remained faithful to his family’s Whig and reformist traditions, and gave his support to Gladstone. He declined a junior post in Gladstone’s first government (which would have made him its youngest member, at twenty-four). However, after the Liberals lost office in 1874, he accepted the role of the party’s chief campaigner in Scotland: he toured the country as a platform speaker, arousing great enthusiasm with his romantic looks and brilliant oratory.


In 1878, the thirty-year-old Rosebery, who had never shown much interest in women,* caused surprise by marrying Hannah, only child of the late Baron Meyer de Rothschild, to whom he had been introduced some years earlier by Disraeli. She was probably the richest woman in England, having inherited her father’s immense fortune along with Mentmore, his neo-Gothic palace in Buckinghamshire with its fabulous art collection. As she was gauche, unworldly, far from beautiful and already getting fat, it was generally assumed that Rosebery was marrying her for her money, but she possessed other attractions for him – she had an intellect equal to his own, and offered him the uncritical adoration which satisfied his vanity. By his marriage to a Jewess, which scandalised both English society and the Jewish establishment, Rosebery also expressed his patrician contempt for convention. (The two continued to adhere to their respective religions.) He became extremely fond of her – though on the rare occasions when they appeared together in public (for she was happy to stay at home while he went about in society) he was apt to tease her with mildly anti-semitic remarks. She bore him two sons and two daughters: Rosebery was never very close to his elder son Harry, who was rather Jewish-looking, but adored his younger son, the classically beautiful Neil.


Soon after Rosebery’s marriage, Gladstone, who had retired from politics following his 1874 defeat, decided to make a comeback. Rosebery persuaded him to stand for the Scottish seat of Midlothian (which included Rosebery’s estate at Dalmeny), and managed his two famous campaigns there before the 1880 general election: the result was a resounding victory both for Gladstone personally and for the Liberals throughout the country. Rosebery felt that his services entitled him to a place in Gladstone’s new cabinet; but Gladstone, though grateful, insisted that Rosebery, who was still in his early thirties and had never held public office, serve first in a junior post. Rosebery sulked for a year before accepting a subordinate position at the Home Office, from which he later resigned in a huff. Gladstone then accepted Rosebery’s suggestion that a new ministry be created to deal with the affairs of Scotland; but when he offered to make Rosebery the first Scottish Secretary, Rosebery refused as the office was not yet in the cabinet. Only in January 1885 did Rosebery reluctantly accept the most lowly of cabinet posts as First Commissioner of Works. However, when Gladstone formed his third administration a year later, Rosebery’s tactic of ‘playing hard to get’ finally paid off when he was appointed Foreign Secretary at the age of thirty-eight. Although the administration only lasted five months, Rosebery won golden opinions for his skilful conduct of diplomacy. He defused a dangerous crisis in the Balkans, consolidated the British position in Egypt, and stood up to both Russia and Germany when they threatened British interests, while doing nothing which might risk war.


Rosebery was a lifelong campaigner for reform of the House of Lords: he thought it absurd that the chamber should consist entirely of hereditary legislators, with the Conservatives in a permanent majority. When a reform proposal he put forward in 1888 came to nothing, he wanted to renounce his peerage and stand for the House of Commons, but was advised that this was legally impossible. He therefore stood in the first elections to the new London County Council in 1889, and duly won his seat; at the Council’s first session, he made a speech of such brilliance that he was immediately elected Chairman by 104 votes to 17. He served as Chairman for eighteen months, winning widespread admiration for his moulding of the Council into a progressive and non-partisan body which built schools, cleared slums, improved public health and generally got things done. Following this episode, many Liberals began to see Rosebery as a potential successor to Gladstone and future Prime Minister. However, he was shattered by the sudden death of his wife from Bright’s disease in November 1890, following which he announced his retirement from politics. Nevertheless, when the octogenarian Gladstone formed his fourth and last administration in August 1892, Rosebery (after the usual hesitations) agreed to resume the foreign secretaryship. His second period in charge of British diplomacy was largely taken up with colonial affairs: he accomplished the British annexation of Uganda, while preventing the French annexation of Siam. He also pressed for an expansion of the Royal Navy, to which the cabinet agreed with reluctance, it being unclear where the extra money would be found.


When the Liberals took office in 1892, their parliamentary majority depended on the support of the Irish Nationalist MPs, whose aspirations Gladstone aimed to satisfy by granting Home Rule. However, in September 1893 the Home Rule Bill was rejected by the House of Lords. Having failed to realise his main objective, Gladstone, who at eighty-three was showing signs of senility, was expected to retire soon. The obvious candidate to succeed him as Liberal leader and Prime Minister was the Chancellor of the Exchequer, Sir William Harcourt, an experienced political heavyweight who had effectively been recognised as Gladstone’s deputy since 1886. However, Harcourt had so antagonised his colleagues by his overbearing behaviour that few of them wished to serve under him. The best alternative seemed to be Rosebery: although far younger and less experienced than Harcourt, and a peer at a time when his fellow peers had just thrown out the main item of the government’s programme, he was the minister most popular with the public, had been a notable success as Foreign Secretary, and was the candidate favoured by the Queen. Though eager for the premiership, Harcourt was prepared to serve under Rosebery provided he was recognised as the second man in the government, leading it in the House of Commons. But an obstacle to the smooth transfer of power was Harcourt’s son Lewis, known as ‘Loulou’ (to be considered later in this chapter). Loulou had served as his father’s private secretary for the previous thirteen years, during which he had schemed to ensure Sir William’s eventual succession to Gladstone: he could not bear to think that his efforts had been in vain and that the prize would fall to Rosebery, who did not seem to want it. Loulou succeeded in poisoning the minds of several ministers (notably the Irish Secretary John Morley) against Rosebery; and while his father ignored his advice to refuse to serve under Rosebery, the son’s continuing influence ensured that Harcourt would be an obstructive deputy.


These were the inauspicious circumstances in which Rosebery, in March 1894, exchanged the Foreign Office, where he was his own master, for the ‘dunghill’ (as he called it) of the premiership. Two events during his first weeks in office boded ill for his tenure. Harcourt (who remained Chancellor) introduced his annual budget, in which he raised revenue for the naval expansion desired by Rosebery by introducing a system of graduated death duties: Rosebery, who foresaw that this would lead to the eventual destruction of the landed class to which he belonged, was appalled, but as one of the richest men in Britain was ill-placed to resist. And a colonial scheme on which Rosebery had set his heart, involving an exchange of territory with the Belgian Congo which would have given Britain control of an uninterrupted corridor ‘from the Cape to Cairo’, foundered on the objections of Harcourt and other ministers (encouraged by Loulou). Having hitherto led a charmed political life, Rosebery took these failures to heart. His only consolation was the widespread jubilation over the victory of his horse Ladas II* at the Derby in June, which (while rather shocking strait-laced nonconformist Liberals) confirmed his continuing public popularity.


Meanwhile a continuing nightmare for Rosebery was Queensberry’s vicious campaign against him. On becoming Foreign Secretary in 1892 he had appointed Queensberry’s heir Drumlanrig, a handsome charmer, his private secretary; and only a few months later he arranged for Drumlanrig, who was twenty-six and had yet to demonstrate any outstanding talents, to be made a junior member of the government, with a seat in the House of Lords. This enraged Queensberry, who was not himself entitled to sit in the upper chamber.† He suspected Rosebery of having sexual relations with his son, and expressed these suspicions in intemperate letters to various personages including the Queen. In August 1893 Queensberry followed Rosebery to Bad Homburg, where he was taking a cure, with the declared intention of giving him a horse-whipping, and had to be dissuaded by the Prince of Wales who was also staying there. This behaviour could be dismissed as the ravings of a madman; but in October 1894, the eighth month of Rosebery’s premiership, Drumlanrig, who was staying with a family to whose daughter he had recently become engaged, detached himself from a shooting party and proceeded to kill himself by firing his gun through the roof of his mouth. The inquest returned a verdict of accidental death, but this seemed improbable, and gossip began to circulate that Queensberry’s accusations were true, and that Drumlanrig, with a view to protecting his former lover and current leader, had first made a gesture towards matrimony, and then committed suicide.


Much controversy has raged over Rosebery’s rumoured homosexuality. Of his two principal biographers, Robert Rhodes James (1963) does not mention it at all. (It is true that homosexuality was still illegal and almost unmentionable in 1963; but Rhodes James, who was Conservative MP for Cambridge from 1976 to 1992, made a career out of writing biographies of homosexual or bisexual politicians while barely mentioning this aspect of their natures: other subjects treated in this way, to be considered later, include Bob Boothby, Victor Cazalet and Chips Channon.) More recently, Leo McKinstry (2005) examines the evidence and concludes that it is all circumstantial and that, apart from adolescent infatuations at Eton, there is no proof that Rosebery ever had homosexual relations with anyone. But what proof would one expect to find? Rosebery was not just discreet but obsessively secretive. He insisted on opening all his own letters (which did not surprise Loulou Harcourt, ‘from my knowledge of what some of them must contain’); and during his later years he not only destroyed many of his own papers, but secured the return of intimate letters he had written to various correspondents (including William Johnson and Frederick Vyner), which he duly burnt. He also took unusual precautions to shield himself from prying eyes: at one of his Scottish residences, Barnbougle Castle, he lived in solitary splendour with a few trusted servants, and not even members of his family were allowed to visit him. Given such cautious behaviour, and his wealth, he would probably have been able to indulge a secret, illicit sex life had he wished to do so, without significant risk of exposure, even to future generations. But whether or not Rosebery engaged in physical homosexual relationships is beside the point. The circumstantial evidence – that he disliked the company of women, and delighted in that of handsome youths; that he married a rich and physically unattractive woman whom he loved as a kind of mother figure; that he was petulant, coquettish, and intensely narcissistic;* that he behaved like a man who possessed a guilty secret; that his favourite holiday destination throughout his life was Naples, the homosexual Mecca of the time; that his closest friends included several men who were clearly homosexual, such as ‘Regy’ Esher (to be considered presently) and Horatio Brown (historian of Venice and lover of its gondoliers); and that there was much knowing gossip about him in homosexual circles – leaves little doubt that he possessed homosexual tendencies; so that Queensberry’s allegations, whether true or not, would have touched a raw nerve.


What is beyond dispute is that, in the months following Drumlanrig’s death, Rosebery collapsed both physically and psychologically. He began to suffer from chronic insomnia, and increasingly withdrew to The Durdans, his house near Epsom, discouraging visitors. He took to his bed with a series of ailments, most of them probably psychosomatic, and befuddled his mind with drugs. It has been suggested that this breakdown was mainly provoked by exasperation at the obstructiveness of cabinet colleagues, but his later recollections suggest a more personal explanation: ‘I cannot forget 1895. To lie awake night after night, wide awake, hopeless of sleep, tormented of nerves, and to realise all that was going on, at which I was present, so to speak, like a disembodied spirit, to watch one’s own corpse, as it were, day after day, is an experience which no sane man would repeat.’ Rosebery was in the midst of his ailing seclusion when Wilde issued his libel writ against Queensberry in February 1895. (Despite much provocation over the previous two years, Rosebery had refrained from taking similar action, which was wise whether or not there was any truth in Queensberry’s insinuations.) Given that Rosebery and Wilde had been tarred with the same brush by ‘the mad marquess’, there was speculation that Rosebery’s neurotic behaviour arose from a fear that his name would be mentioned during Wilde’s case. Although Rosebery’s breakdown had begun well before Wilde launched his disastrous action, Rosebery would have been right to be concerned – at a preliminary hearing in the case, a letter from Queensberry was produced referring to Wilde as ‘a damned cur and coward of the Rosebery type’ (i.e., a homosexual). Wilde’s case soon collapsed, Queensberry having produced a host of witnesses to his proclivities, whereupon he was prosecuted under the Labouchere Amendment for ‘gross indecency’. After his first trial had ended with the jury’s failure to agree, several people, including Edward Carson who had represented Queensberry in the libel case, urged the authorities to drop the case against Wilde, who had already suffered both financial and reputational ruin; but the government accepted the view of the Solicitor-General, Sir Frank Lockwood, that Wilde had to be retried, or else the public might imagine that Queensberry’s allegations against Rosebery were true, and that Wilde had ‘got off’ owing to influence exerted by or on behalf of the premier. Possibly a suspicion that the allegations were backed by some evidence, which Queensberry might reveal (as he was threatening to do) if deprived of Wilde’s scalp, also played a role.


Wilde was convicted and sent to prison on 25 May; Rosebery tendered the resignation of his government on 22 June. He did not need to do so, for the Liberals and their allies still possessed a parliamentary majority (though the Irish MPs were becoming restive). But the government had suffered a chance defeat on a minor issue of army supply; Rosebery chose to make this a resigning issue, and his colleagues did not try to dissuade him. He had clearly lost all enthusiasm for the premiership, and no longer seemed capable of exercising it. The programme of his administration lay in tatters, its domestic legislation obstructed by the House of Lords, its foreign policy (guided by Rosebery himself) by Harcourt and his cabinet allies. Its sole practical achievement had been Harcourt’s death duties, to which Rosebery had been so opposed. The Conservatives under Salisbury returned to power and held an immediate general election in which the Liberals, rather to Rosebery’s satisfaction, fared disastrously. Rosebery soon surrendered the leadership to Harcourt, who no longer wanted it. The Liberals were now split between their imperialist and radical factions: the former, led by Asquith and Grey, still looked up to Rosebery, but he alienated them by his failure to consult them, and by his inaccessibility – he spent most of his time in Scotland or Naples. He was still only in his fifties, and widely expected to make a comeback. He made vague moves towards setting up a new political movement, but most of his potential supporters deserted him after he had shown solidarity with the Conservative government over both Ireland and the Boer War. When the Liberals returned to power in 1905, Rosebery, who had always displayed such reluctance over accepting office, waited for the call to join the new administration, and was dismayed when it never came. He sniped at the government from the wings, and in 1911 was critical of its legislation to emasculate the upper chamber (preferring a change in its composition to a decrease in its powers), though he begrudgingly voted in favour of the measure, following which he never set foot in the House of Lords again.
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