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Foreword

I have written several biographies, though none until now about an individual whom I had met. But I did meet Hugh Trevor-Roper, and came to know him fairly well. Writing his life has therefore been a departure for me.

I first met him at an Oxford party in 1977. He was then sixty-three, and Regius Professor of Modern History, with a worldwide reputation. I was in my early twenties, and a junior editor with Oxford University Press. I had forgotten the circumstances of this meeting until almost thirty years later, when I found in the OUP archives a letter I wrote to him the next day. I do remember that I approached him cautiously, aware that he could be acerbic, but found him surprisingly affable. Subsequently I invited him to lunch with two of my colleagues, which turned out to be a stiff occasion. Only later did it occur to me that he might be shy, causing him to retreat behind a screen of reserve.

We were in sporadic contact over the next dozen years, as I pursued my early career in publishing. I came to know him better in the early 1990s, while I was writing my first book, a biography of A.J.P. Taylor. He granted me several interviews and gave me copies of his letters from Taylor. He also read and commented on my draft typescript. I was grateful that he made no attempt to dictate my account of those episodes in which he had participated, in particular his contest with Taylor to become Regius Professor in 1957. ‘Your version is not my version,’ he said afterwards, ‘but you have every right to tell it in the way that seems true to you.’ He reviewed the book favourably when it was published in 1994. At the Oxford Union he and I re-enacted the debate between Taylor and Trevor-Roper over The Origins of the Second World War (I took Taylor’s part). By this time we had become friendly, and I visited him now and then at his house, the Old Rectory in Didcot. One cold winter morning I arrived to find Hugh and his wife Xandra in a state of agitated distress, as water from a burst pipe streamed down the wall of their dining room, damaging wallpaper and pictures. The plight of this elderly couple, by then both infirm, made a pathetic impression. Though no plumber, I climbed into the roof-space and succeeded in stopping the leak.

At some stage the possibility arose that I might write his life. Until recently I had persuaded myself that the proposal came from him, but correspondence in his archive indicates that it originated from me. (This has been a salutary reminder of the unreliability of memory.) In any case he welcomed this tentative suggestion. ‘I’m not sure if I’m worth a biography,’ he said with feigned modesty, ‘but if anyone is to write it, I should like it to be you.’ We made no formal agreement, but talked regularly about his past, and he offered me glimpses of his dauntingly voluminous archive. He introduced me to his friend and literary executor, Blair Worden, who also encouraged me to write the book.

I last saw Hugh about ten days before his death. He was then in a hospice, and aware that the end was near, but he remained interested in the outside world to the last. ‘What news,’ he would ask, ‘from the Republic of Letters?’ I was never convinced that I was qualified to answer this question.

After Hugh’s death I was given exclusive access to the biographical materials in his archive, then at Didcot, now housed at Christ Church. These include letters, notebooks, diaries and a draft memoir of his early life: a rich mine for a biographer to quarry. The materials in the archive were supplemented by a succession of further finds, including hundreds of love letters between Hugh and Xandra, then married to another man, during their clandestine affair – a correspondence of the most intimate and revealing nature. The letters emerged after Hugh’s death from drawers in both his desk and hers, including a cache discovered in a secret drawer by the sleuth Alan Bell. Another box of letters, this time to his mother, was found by Hugh’s stepdaughter Xenia Dennen at the bottom of a wardrobe when the house in Didcot was being cleared. Perhaps the most miraculous discovery of all was made by a college porter, who rescued more than a hundred of Hugh’s uninhibited letters to an Oxford classicist (together with other treasures) from a Walton Street skip.

Hugh did not like being treated with too much reverence, and often quoted Gibbon’s preference for praise ‘seasoned with a reasonable admixture of acid’. He insisted that I should write whatever I liked, and his executors have given me a free rein. It is nevertheless possible that in writing Hugh Trevor-Roper’s life I may have been influenced by feelings of loyalty, affection and gratitude. It would be false to deny the existence of such feelings. The reader must decide whether they have been a help or a hindrance to my understanding of his character.

In the book that follows I refer to my subject by his first name.* Though I knew him as ‘Hugh’, this is not the only reason. He took the title Lord Dacre when he became a peer in 1979; I felt that it would be awkward to refer to my subject by one name for four-fifths of the book, and then by another for the remainder. There was a further difficulty, in that he continued to write under the name Hugh Trevor-Roper. It seemed simpler and clearer to refer to him as ‘Hugh’ throughout.

There is another policy which may require explanation. A number of people who were important to Hugh are not mentioned in this book: for example, several of those younger friends who enlivened his last two decades. A book which listed all those who played a significant part in Hugh’s life would be tedious to read. In general, I took the view that individuals were as likely to feel relieved as they might be aggrieved to find their names not listed in the index.

The unreformed law of defamation has provided a further restraint. On legal advice I removed or modified a number of passages from my first draft. Informed readers may not be surprised to learn that a high proportion of these were taken from the chapters covering my subject’s stint as Master of Peterhouse.

It has been my experience that historians, trained to be scrupulous about the use of evidence in their study of the past, are as susceptible to gossip as those in any other discipline. In researching this book I have been told certain stories which I have subsequently discovered to be untrue, and others which I suspect of being so. For example, it has been said that as a boy Hugh was not invited to children’s parties at Alnwick Castle, resulting in a permanent sense of exclusion, which manifested itself in a longing for social acceptance. This is one of those theories difficult to disprove; but what I do know makes me sceptical. For one thing, Hugh’s father Bertie was a respected member of local society. After the Duke of Northumberland he was the next person in the locality to own a car. He acted as family doctor to the ducal family, though discretion inhibited him from advertising the fact. So if there were parties for children of prominent local families, then the Trevor-Roper children were likely to have been invited. It is probable that they were not invited to the Christmas parties held at the Castle for the children of estate workers, but if so, this would not have been a cause for grievance. Far from being excluded, the Trevor-Roper family owned a key allowing them private access to the Castle grounds.

Another such legend, easier to disprove, is the story that the historian Lawrence Stone had been Hugh’s ‘fag’ at Charterhouse. Surely (it is said) this is the clue to explain the ‘love/hate’ relationship between the two men? Alas, when you insert the key into the lock, it fails to turn. They did not overlap at Charterhouse: Hugh left the year before Stone arrived. I am reminded of one definition of tragedy, ascribed to Samuel Butler, which Hugh often cited: a beautiful theory spoilt by an inconvenient fact.

There are more such legends. For example, it is said that Oxford University Press had a contract to publish Hugh’s ‘big book’ on the Puritan Revolution, and turned it down. But searches in the OUP archives and in the archives of his literary agent reveal not a shred of evidence to support this claim, and it seems inherently implausible. For one thing, Hugh had an existing contract to publish the book with Macmillan, which was not cancelled until long after he abandoned the project. For another, he had a low opinion of OUP’s history publishing which he expressed frequently, not least in an eight-page memorandum to the Waldock Committee in l967.

No subject attracts curiosity so much as sex. There has been speculation about Hugh’s sexuality since he first rose to notice. A number of those whom I interviewed for this book indicated that they believed him to be homosexual, though when pressed for proof, could produce only second-or third-hand anecdotes at best. Such hearsay is of dubious value. I do not say that Hugh had no homosexual feelings, but I have found no convincing evidence of homosexual activity in his life, not even when he was at an all-male boarding school.

Doubtless some of these myths arise from misunderstandings, or confusion. Others may be malicious in origin; there has been no shortage of those willing to denigrate him. Yet others may have originated from Hugh himself: he was certainly capable of embellishing a story to raise its entertainment value. I have endeavoured to avoid booby traps laid in my path, deliberately or otherwise.

It is now more than fifteen years since I first discussed the possibility of this biography with Hugh. It has been a long journey, and sometimes I have paused for rest. But my subject has been an amusing and invigorating companion, from whom I now part with regret.

Adam Sisman

February 2010


1

Boy

In later life, Hugh Trevor-Roper was sometimes referred to as ‘Roper’. The tale – perhaps apocryphal – is told of a grandee who persistently addressed him as such. ‘Trevor-Roper’, Hugh eventually protested. ‘But my dear fellow, I don’t know you that well,’ came the reply.1

The sting in this story comes from Hugh’s assumed mortification at such a snub. It was a common charge against him that he was a snob, preferring the company of his social superiors, and aspiring to be accepted as one of them. The English upper classes have made a practice of adopting hyphenated surnames, so that both can be retained when a member of one notable family marries another. Calling Hugh ‘Roper’ could therefore be interpreted as a put-down. It perhaps adds piquancy to the story that the forename ‘Trevor’ has plebeian connotations.

In fact Hugh was proud of his Roper origins, which could be traced back to the beginning of the fifteenth century. There is a great ‘Roper Roll’ (a form of family tree) at Nostell Priory in Yorkshire. The Roper family had established their descent from the brother of Archbishop Chichele, founder in 1438 of All Souls College, Oxford; as ‘Founder’s Kin’, they were entitled to claim college fellowships. This hereditary right was abolished by Act of Parliament in the nineteenth century.

In the reign of Henry VIII a William Roper* had married the eldest daughter of Sir Thomas More; and after his father-in-law’s fall and execution had written his biography. The Roper family became guardians of More’s memory, remaining faithful to the Church of Rome for generations, beyond the time when it was prudent to be so. Hugh, who gained a reputation as a scourge of twentieth-century Catholics, was amused by this family tradition. In St Dunstan’s Church near Canterbury there is a Roper Chapel, where (according to him) two priests are obliged to sing regular masses on behalf of the family in perpetuity.

In 1608 William Roper’s nephew John was granted the manor of Teynham in Kent, and eight years later he was created Baron Teynham, after paying the then extraordinary sum of £10,000 for the title.2 Hugh was descended from the Teynhams, via a younger brother of the 9th and 10th Lords Teynham; conscious of this connection from an early age, he was always aware that, were a dozen or so intervening cousins to perish à la Kind Hearts and Coronets, he would inherit a peerage.

The Ropers clung to their faith throughout most of the seventeenth century, but after the Revolution of 1688 they decided that the struggle was no longer worth continuing and conformed to the established Church. About a hundred years later Hugh’s great-grandfather, Cadwallader Blayney Roper, inherited the estate of Plas Teg in North Wales from his aunt, one of the Trevors, a Welsh family of similar antiquity, and took the surname Trevor-Roper to acknowledge both sides of his inheritance. His aunt had earlier married one of the grand Dacres who owned vast tracts of the North of England. The Trevor-Ropers maintained the connection by continuing to use the Dacre name through subsequent generations, long after contact between the families had come to an end.

The principal house on the Plas Teg estate was a magnificent stone mansion, perhaps the finest Jacobean country house in Wales.3 It had been built around 1610 by Sir John Trevor, to a design attributed (without any solid evidence) to Inigo Jones. Charles Dickens stayed at Plas Teg during one of his lecture tours and described his host, Hugh’s great-uncle – another Charles – as a jolly country gentleman: one of a long line. Among Charles Trevor-Roper’s younger brothers was Hugh’s grandfather Richard, who inhabited one of the lesser houses on the Plas Teg estate. Grandfather Richard and his wife had thirteen children, the youngest of whom, Hugh’s father Bertie, was born in 1885. One of Bertie’s earliest memories was of his father being laid on the kitchen table, which had been placed beside the bath, for his tuberculous leg to be sawn off. Hugh’s grandfather did not survive this operation. Eleven years later, his grandmother married again, to her late husband’s cousin Hugh; Bertie’s eldest son would be named after this stepfather. The Trevor-Ropers had a habit of marrying within the family; Richard’s elder brother George, for example, married another cousin, one of his sister-in-law’s sisters.

The senior line of the family was almost severed in 1917, when Charles’s grandson, a soldier, was killed at Passchendaele – but a son was born during the war, inheriting the estate which would otherwise have passed to a cousin under the terms of the entail. This fatherless son, Richard Dacre Trevor-Roper, was a wild boy, expelled from Wellington College for running an underground inter-school gambling syndicate.4 Subsequently he raced cars and was rumoured to have climbed the outside of a skyscraper. In the Second World War, after being cashiered from the Army, he joined RAF Bomber Command, becoming famous as one of Guy Gibson’s Dambusters, a rear gunner known to his colleagues as ‘Trev’. Hugh would often remark that his cousin Richard Trevor-Roper, who was awarded the DFC and the DFM, had been much more distinguished than he would ever be. But ‘Trev’ too was killed in action, over Nuremberg in 1944;* once again, the male line of the Trevor-Ropers had apparently been cut. After the war the estate was sold at auction – bought by the auctioneer, who cut down the trees and built new houses in the grounds, allowing the mansion to fall into ruin once he had stripped out its saleable contents. In the late 1950s he applied to have it demolished, but this application was refused after a campaign of protest. Hugh inspected Plas Teg, then standing empty and dilapidated, and toyed with the idea of buying it, but his wife vetoed the proposal. His brother bought the house instead and, with grant aid, restored it; and though almost two decades later he was compelled to sell it, the house had been preserved from destruction. Meanwhile the surrounding estate, which once had extended to more than a thousand acres, had shrunk to a mere garden.

There was a postscript to this dual tragedy of father and son. Years later it emerged that, on his final posting, to an air base near Skegness, ‘Trev’ had married a local woman. Unknown to him, he had fathered a child: a boy named Charles, who would grow up in difficult circumstances, with only one parent, bereft of the privileges which he might have enjoyed had his father survived. Hugh delighted in this story and befriended Charles, by then running a hotel in Torquay, whom he acknowledged as head of the Trevor-Roper family.

Hugh’s father Bertie chose medicine as a profession. After taking a degree at Manchester University, and qualifying as both a physician and surgeon, he applied for a position as a medical officer in India, but was rejected as a ‘bad life’ because of his asthma – though in fact he would live to be ninety-two. His asthma may also help to explain why he did not serve in the Great War, which began while he was still in his twenties. As a doctor he was unlikely to have been conscripted, and in any case married men were among the last to be called up. In 1910 he had married Kathleen Davison, daughter of a Belfast businessman who had retired to Cheshire. That same year he bought a practice in Glanton, in the Cheviot Hills of rural north Northumberland. Why he and his wife should have wanted to make their lives in that part of the country is unclear. There was no obvious family connection with the area, though the Dacres had once owned a large estate near Morpeth. Northumberland is a Border county, a wedge of English territory projecting into Scotland. From Alnwick northwards it is especially isolated: there England narrows to a funnel not more than twenty-five miles wide, hemmed in by mountains on one side and the sea on the other. Glanton itself was (and remains) a modest village of plain stone houses, most of two storeys, less than ten miles as the crow flies from the Scottish Border, across the looming Cheviot Hills.

In 1912 Kathleen gave birth to her first child, a daughter whom they named Sheila; two years later, on 15 January 1914, Hugh was born, at Glanton; and in 1916 a third child followed, called Patrick and known as Pat ever after. Pat’s second name was Dacre; Hugh’s was Redwald, originally a seventh-century king of East Anglia and apparently a Davison family name. Hugh came to dislike the name Redwald (perhaps because it was embarrassing to a shy schoolboy), and preferred it not to be mentioned. He felt himself to be the least popular of the three children, and Pat, by nature outgoing and amiable, to be the favourite. By the time Pat was born the Trevor-Ropers had moved a few miles east, to the historic county town of Alnwick, where Bertie had bought another practice. Though he retained the original practice in Glanton, and shuttled between the two, working single-handedly without a partner, Alnwick was henceforth the family home. As a boy Hugh often accompanied his father on the short journey to Glanton, and sat in the waiting room while his father saw the patients. In the early days of his practice, Bertie did his rounds on horseback, afterwards on a motorcycle, and eventually by car. Much later, when he had learned to drive, Hugh sometimes chauffeured his father on his rounds.

Hugh did not need to look far for evidence of Alnwick’s dramatic history. It is a medieval town, with cobbled streets, narrow alleys and handsome stone buildings. Fortified gates and fragments of surviving wall provide clues to a violent past. In 1424 the Scots sacked Alnwick and set it alight. A stone memorial outside the walls marks the site where a Scottish king was killed during a siege. Dominating the town is a Norman castle, one of the largest in England, stronghold of the Percy family for the past seven centuries. The Percys became the most powerful barons in the North, at war with the Scots for generations. The most famous of them, known as Hotspur, was brave to the point of recklessness; it was this Hotspur whose qualities Shakespeare contrasted with those of the young Prince Hal. In the eighteenth century the Percys acquired the defunct title of Dukes of Northumberland; they adapted the castle for a more peaceful age, and enclosed their now picturesque estate with a wall, more suited to keep out trespassers than armed raiders.

The Trevor-Ropers lived in that part of the main street of Alnwick known as Bondgate Without, because it was outside one of the old town gates (the part inside is known as Bondgate Within). Their house was a substantial stone building (now a small hotel), large enough to be used as a surgery as well as a home. All four local doctors were clustered along a stretch of Bondgate Without known locally as ‘the Doctors’ Mile’, and each worked in turn at the local infirmary, a short distance further out of town. Bertie Trevor-Roper also served as a Medical Officer of Health, both within Alnwick itself and the surrounding countryside. It seems that he was successful in his profession, sought out by wealthy and titled patients, including the Percys, though the fact that he was treating them was kept confidential. After the Duke, Bertie Trevor-Roper was the next person in the district to own a car, a black Ford. Poorer patients often turned up at the kitchen door, hoping to be treated free of charge. The Trevor-Ropers kept a housemaid who lived in a small room at the top of the house, and who doubled as a receptionist for the surgery, answering the doorbell. To kitchen-door patients she offered a doorstep diagnosis, sending them away if she judged the problem to be a minor one, with the comment that ‘the doctor is too busy to see you’.

In an obituary written by a colleague, Bertie Trevor-Roper would be described as a good surgeon and a kind physician, always affable and generous and never censorious or self-pitying, with an enviable dry wit.5 To his sons, however, Bertie exuded the air of a man thwarted by life. Elegantly turned out in trilby and country suit, he was to them a distant, reticent figure, who seldom spoke to his children. He took no part in the conversation at meal-times. Even when they rode with him in the car on his rounds he discouraged chat. (One reason may have been that he was having affairs; the children noticed that they had to wait a long time outside when he was attending to certain attractive female patients.) He maintained that he would converse with them once they reached the age of reason, which he put at sixteen, but by then it would be too late: they had nothing to talk about. As was usual at the time, the children addressed him respectfully as ‘Father’, just as they addressed Kathleen as ‘Mother’. Because of his remoteness Bertie seemed to his three young children intimidating, even frightening, though he was never harsh or cruel. On the contrary, his photographs suggest a gentle, rueful character. Later his grandsons would find him relaxed and fun. Hugh eventually decided that his father had contracted out of parenthood. Bertie can have had little experience of his own father, who had died while he was still an infant. On the other hand, the fact that he named his eldest son after his stepfather suggests that he and the older Hugh were at least on amicable terms.

Neither of his parents seemed to Hugh to have any intellectual or cultural interests, certainly none that they shared with their children. The only books that Hugh could remember his father reading were on horse-racing. Aside from his profession, the Turf was Bertie’s chief interest in life. He took the family to race-meetings across the North of England and southern Scotland, including the point-to-points of the various hunts. In due course Hugh became interested in racing himself, though it never absorbed him as it did his father. Bertie was a gambling man; as well as betting on horses, he and Kathleen spent evenings at the roulette tables in the casino at Monte Carlo, on winter excursions to the South of France, from which the children were excluded. At weekends the family sometimes drove into Newcastle for lunch at Tilley’s smart tea-rooms in Blackett Street. Hugh discovered an antiquarian bookstall in the market, which yielded many treasures. Family holidays were taken in the late summer at a cottage near Howick on the Northumbrian coast, a few miles north-east of Alnwick. Bertie stayed behind to work, joining them at weekends.

According to Hugh, there was never any sign of intimacy between his parents. His mother Kathleen was rigidly conformist, lacking in humour, and cramped by what seemed to Hugh in retrospect a stifling class-consciousness and accompanying sense of decorum. She never hugged her children, and refused to allow them to mix with those she considered to be their social inferiors, not even their neighbours. They were forbidden to invite home the daughter of the lawyer who lived opposite, for example, even though she took lessons with Sheila. The Trevor-Roper brothers remembered sitting on the garden wall, gazing down at the local children playing in the street. Their society was confined to the offspring of their parents’ friends, almost exclusively in the Glanton area. The ‘Alnwick people’ were shunned. Though the genteel seaside resort of Alnmouth, only a few miles downstream from Alnwick, was frequented by the families of well-to-do businessmen not unlike Kathleen’s own father, they never went there: to mix socially with such types was ‘inappropriate’.

Until social barriers began to crumble in the 1960s, class ‘distinction’ in England to a large extent dictated how individuals would relate to each other – or more often, not relate to each other. These barriers were high walls that were scaled only rarely, with the help of beauty, talent or cash, or in exceptional circumstances such as in wartime. Most people remained confined within the class they were born into – particularly in the countryside, where the status of the upper classes was displayed by their possession of land and grand houses. The Trevor-Roper family occupied a precarious position, straddling one of these barriers. Bertie came from a background of faded gentry, a family dispossessed of most of its lands and therefore on the slide. His role as a country general practitioner gave him access to the great houses of the area, and the confidence of their inhabitants; but his status remained that of a middle-class professional. Bertie seems to have been indifferent to his plight; but to Kathleen it mattered desperately. While despising the lethargic Trevor-Ropers, she was determined to assert their family claims at every opportunity.

Hugh was dragged to children’s parties in country houses, which he found boring, indeed loathsome. At one of these parties, in the festive season, a man dressed as Father Christmas was taking presents off a tree lit with candles; utterly bored, Hugh was facing the other way when he became aware of a commotion behind him. He turned to see Father Christmas engulfed in flames, his red flannel costume ablaze. The children were hurried out of the room and taken home by strangers. Nothing was said about the incident, but over the next few days and weeks neighbours and other adults he encountered when out on walks with his nanny would ask after his father, whom the children had not seen since the party. Hugh gradually came to the conclusion that Bertie had been the burning Father Christmas, and, though denied by his mother, this was eventually confirmed. It was a long time before his father returned home from hospital. What was so unnatural about this episode was the silence surrounding it, as if it were an embarrassing incident to be kept quiet.

Adult behaviour seemed bewildering, governed by rules that were never explained. Perhaps in response to such mystification, both Hugh and his brother would develop a thirst for truth, seeking rational answers to problems, believing that these could always be found if one sought them in the right place. Truth was simple, but people complicated it. When Hugh remarked innocently, ‘I worry a great deal how it is that babies are born,’ his horrified mother ran out of the room. Theirs was, the two brothers would subsequently agree, a grim household, without warmth, affection, encouragement, spontaneity or natural feeling of any kind. Expressions of emotion were unwelcome. Conversation was discouraged. Enquiries were rebuffed with the standard reply, ‘Curiosity killed the cat’.

Starved of affection, and even of attention, Hugh became a very abstracted child, lost in thought much of the time and unheeding of those around him. He did notice, however, how much more agreeable other people’s parents were to him than his own, and took this to be the general rule, commenting to his sister Sheila that on the whole parents disliked their own children and preferred other people’s. After some discussion the two of them reached the conclusion that this could not be true; presumably parents merely pretended not to like their own children, for obscure adult reasons.

Looking back, Hugh saw his early childhood as a dismal period. Perhaps he did not see it as such at the time because he had nothing to measure it against, but when jovial adults asserted that this was ‘the happiest time of your life’, he contemplated the future with pessimism – though he also wondered if he might not remain a small boy for ever. For a while he suspected that children were a servile class, kept in perpetual subjugation by the promise that one day they would become the masters. He saw no empirical evidence that children grew up into adults, and speculated that the whole thing was a myth, a conspiracy to keep them down. He looked forward gloomily to a life of dreary servitude.

He was a solitary boy, frail, reserved and awkward in company. This was accentuated by his short-sightedness, which compelled him to wear spectacles from an early age, making it hard for him to participate in team games, for which he never showed the slightest aptitude. Anyway he had few friends, and none within easy reach. He found solace alone, in reading and thinking. To protect himself from ridicule he developed a shell of self-mockery: one that hardened, and endured even when he no longer required its protection. Not all the privations of childhood could repress his innate sense of fun, however. Hugh had little in common with his bubbly older sister, whom he would later dismiss as ‘a flibbertigibbet’, and his brother was too young to share many of his interests; even so, the three of them perforce spent much of their time playing together. They produced their own magazine, entitled Ogo Pozo. Hugh also wrote several fully scripted plays in doggerel verse, which the three of them (‘The Roper Dramatic Company presents …’) performed before an adult audience, showing a professional attention to detail, right down to handwritten programmes, with a list of the cast in order of appearance (each child of course taking several parts), a description of each scene, and a mocked-up advertisement for a local café.

Sheila was a keen horse-rider from an early age, and in due course Hugh took lessons from a local spinster who kept stables; he became an enthusiastic though inexpert rider, somewhat accident-prone. He went fishing on the River Till or the River Aln within the Castle park, to which the family had their own key, allowing them private entry. Hugh also took long walks and bicycle rides, exploring the surrounding countryside and decoding its history. For an imaginative child, evidence of the past was everywhere in Northumberland: in prehistoric hill forts; in the defensive barrier of Hadrian’s Wall, northern boundary of the Roman Empire, some of it still intact two thousand years after the Romans had left; in the ruined abbeys – most romantic of all, the abbey on the Holy Island of Lindisfarne, abandoned by the monks in the eighth century when the Vikings came; in the imposing castles of Bamburgh and Dunstanburgh, built on outcrops of rock projecting into the sea; in the Pele towers to be found scattered throughout the county, small fortified keeps which provided a secure retreat during raids; in the deserted hamlets and farmsteads; and in battlefields such as Flodden, where in 1513 one of the Dacres had played a prominent part in the devastating defeat of the Scots. Until the Union of the two kingdoms Northumberland had been part of the ‘Debatable Land’, the Border area claimed by both England and Scotland and fought over for centuries, the very landscape soaked in blood.

Hugh was born too late to remember the Great War, as it was then known, though one of its effects was obvious to him as a child: a shortage of young men, and a corresponding preponderance of widows and unmarried women. As well as the immediate family, the Trevor-Roper household comprised a cook, a maid, a nanny and a governess. The children did not eat with their parents, but took their meals with the nanny and the governess, both Scottish. The latter was a Miss Amos, daughter of a Presbyterian minister, who lived nearby with her two sisters, both also unmarried. It seems that she was an excellent teacher who made lessons enjoyable. Hugh never forgot his excitement at learning to read, and at the realisation that doing so opened up a world infinitely larger than the narrow confines of the nursery. Reading remained one of his principal pleasures throughout his life, until he was too blind to continue. He devoured the few books in the house indiscriminately, absorbing esoteric information from an early Victorian encyclopaedia in three volumes that he found slumbering on an upper shelf. He learned how to identify the constellations of the stars, how to deduce the distance and diameter of the moon, the dynasties of the Pharaohs of Egypt, the Kings of Assyria and Babylon, and much else. His erudition evidently did not go unnoticed in the family. At the end of a letter to his mother (then away on holiday) he signed himself ‘Professor H.T-R.’

One of the first books he read was called Line Upon Line, the Bible story in simple language; and following this he was made to learn some hymns and two psalms from the Book of Common Prayer, becoming, as he later put it, ‘thoroughly grounded in Christian orthodoxy’. He pressed Miss Amos for an explanation of the sentence ‘He did not abhor the Virgin’s womb’, but found her replies disappointingly evasive.

Bertie Trevor-Roper showed no interest whatsoever in religion, but his wife conformed to the Church of England, insisting that her children went regularly to Sunday services. These were conducted by the local vicar, who was also Archdeacon of Lindisfarne, and dressed accordingly in shovel hat and gaiters; he attended obsequiously on the ducal family. Red-nosed and toad-like, he delivered unctuous sermons. To Hugh, the service was a meaningless ritual; his mind was occupied by the prayer book to be found in each pew, containing tables which allowed the reader to compute the date of Easter for any given year, and other important dates in the ecclesiastical calendar. Hugh passed the time in such calculations. There were also bibles which confidently listed the dates of events mentioned in the Old Testament. The Archdeacon’s fruity voice went unheard as Hugh memorised these dates and attempted to reconcile them with the Assyrian and Babylonian chronologies he had absorbed from the family encyclopaedia.

The three children became devoted to their governess, despite her habit of rapping them on their fingers when they made a mistake; in their adult years they often visited her at the houses she shared with her sisters, first in Alnwick, and afterwards in Alnmouth, where they were always greeted with the affectionate welcome so lacking from their parents. As a boy Hugh would bring back flowers he had gathered from the hedgerows and shells he had picked up from the beach to present to Miss Amos; she would identify these and encourage him to bring her more. From his governess he learned the names of plants, animals and birds; this was the beginning of a lifelong interest in nature. In particular he learned to love the landscape of Northumberland: its hills, its rivers, its bare moors and secret valleys, and its dramatically beautiful coastline. Here the sun can burst through the cloud on even the most dismal day, revealing huge skies and dramatic views across hedgerows, undulating fields and desolate moorland. Even at the end of his life, when he had become too blind to make out his surroundings, the Northumberland countryside remained vivid in his mind.

In May 1923, soon after his ninth birthday, Hugh was sent to board at a preparatory school near Matlock in Derbyshire, Stancliffe Hall, a large, ugly house built by a Victorian engineer as his home. Bertie would have been content for him to go to the Duke’s School in Alnwick, but as usual Kathleen’s ambition for her sons triumphed. In order to maintain one’s place in the social hierarchy, correct schooling was necessary. Why she should have chosen this particular school, almost two hundred miles to the south, rather than one of the much nearer schools in North Yorkshire favoured by the local squirearchy, is unknown, the only clue being that one of Bertie’s distant relatives had attended Stancliffe Hall some thirty or forty years earlier. Private schools vary in quality: what was a good school in one generation may not be so good in the next, and vice versa. So far as Hugh was concerned, this one was an early-twentieth-century version of Dotheboys Hall.* Its long corridors stank of slop-pails and stale fish. The dormitories were even more unpleasant, Hugh’s particularly so as the boy in the next bed was incontinent. Despite the boys’ protests, the slovenly dormitory maids wiped out the ‘jerries’ and the tooth-glasses with the same rag, so that the latter always smelt of stale urine. When there was an outbreak of influenza in the school, the Matron ladled out doses of ‘Scott’s Emulsion’ to all sixty boys, using the same spoon, which was never washed from the first spoonful to the last. The food was unpalatable. At lunchtime the boys would be served cold mutton, consisting almost entirely of solid white fat, or smelly blue meat, full of tubes, which they knew as ‘cat’s meat’. Tea was presided over by a squat, middle-aged master with a sneering, cynical voice known to the boys as ‘Twitch’, an elaboration of his initials ‘TWH’. The whole school assembled in the hall, organised by forms. On a table in the centre was an enormous tea-urn, serving tea so hot that it had to be diluted with cold water, and a large pile of buttered bread. Twitch would invite the boys to advance and take a slice, beginning with the top form; if any remained after the last boy in the lowest form had gone up, the ritual was repeated; but boys in the lowest form were seldom offered a second helping.

One of Hugh’s earliest experiences at Stancliffe Hall was of being hurled into the swimming pool and ordered to swim. This was a skill he had yet to acquire. He floundered desperately to the side, and clung to the rail until rescued.

On arrival, Hugh had been placed automatically in the lowest form, and was shocked to find himself in the company of boys who could not read. He wrote to his parents complaining about this, with the result that he was suddenly moved up several forms, but it made little difference. In three terms at the school he learned nothing, except the names of the Judges and Kings of Israel down to Zedekiah.

Discipline was enforced by the Headmaster, Colonel Bedford-Franklin, with his cane. A more immediate threat was the slipper wielded by the most senior boy in Hugh’s dormitory. As punishment for any behaviour that this junior tyrant considered impertinent, he would inflict a beating on the bottom, which might entail as many as seventy-five strokes. One such beating was enough for Hugh; afterwards he lay silent as a mouse in his dormitory bed, listening to the dreary churchbells of Darley Dale, which always seemed to toll their most doleful sequence at bedtime.

There was a bully in the school called Jones, accompanied everywhere by an acolyte who assisted him in persecuting other boys. This pair soon identified Hugh as easy prey. One day he was approached by these two and politely asked if he would participate in an experiment. Naïve and anxious to please, Hugh readily agreed, and metal terminals with wires leading from them were placed in each of his hands. At the press of a button he was convulsed by an electric shock, so powerful that he found it impossible to release the terminals: the greater the pain, the tighter his hands gripped them. The two bullies laughed as Hugh danced in agony.

The spiritual needs of the boys were attended to by a local clergyman, who conducted services in the school chapel. One of his sermons described two boys walking together along a country road, discussing the existence of God, which one maintained and the other denied – until God himself terminated the dialogue with a thunderstorm, causing a tree to fall on the head of the infidel. Hugh did not find himself convinced by this example, especially after he had put it to what he described many years later as ‘a simple empirical test’. His faith shaken, he decided to give God a second chance. He longed for a triangular Cape of Good Hope stamp to make good a deficiency in his collection, so he tore an ordinary 2d stamp to shreds and placed it under his pillow before going to bed, and prayed fervently for it to be changed into an intact stamp of the kind he coveted. The next morning, he groped eagerly under his pillow to verify the miracle. ‘I was disappointed, of course, at what I found there; but I accepted, without flinching, the intellectual consequences of my experiment, and that morning God was silently dropped from my universe, to which he has never returned for more than brief and temporary visits.’6

Stancliffe Hall was too far from Northumberland for Hugh to go back and forth easily, so he remained at school during half-term holidays. The mother of another pupil took pity on him and invited him home on one occasion, but she did not take to him, describing him afterwards as ‘smug’. Perhaps this was a mask for unhappiness. His brother later described Hugh as having been ‘miserable beyond belief’ at Stancliffe Hall. Looking back on his time there when he was nearly thirty, Hugh decided that this had been the most wretched period of his life.7

Even so, his spirits were irrepressible. His letters home were illustrated with comic sketches, a habit which remained with him all his life, and enlivened by comic verse of his own composition. At Stancliffe Hall he produced his first book, Trevor-Roper’s Bible of Ghosts – apparently very popular with his fellow schoolboys – which subdivided ghosts into their genera and species, with full descriptions and illustrations. In adult life he could only remember the Skittywakky Ghost, which issued out of mouse-holes and wore elaborate headdresses, like Queen Mary.

Back in Northumberland for the Christmas holidays, Hugh collapsed during a bitterly cold bicycle ride. After staggering home, he was sent to bed. His return to school was repeatedly postponed, pending his recovery, until he had missed the whole spring term. No one ever explained what was wrong with him, though his sister told him that she had overheard the words ‘rheumatic fever’. During his convalescence his mother took him to Cornwall for a holiday. By May he had at last recovered enough to be sent back to Stancliffe Hall for the summer term. Afterwards, when he returned home for the holidays, he was informed that he would not be going back there for the next school year; he would be sent instead across the Scottish Border to a new school, Belhaven Hill, in Dunbar. Hugh was very distressed at this news and broke down in tears; his parents, aware of how unhappy he had been at Stancliffe Hall, could not understand why. The reason was quite simple. Not knowing any better, Hugh assumed that all schools were the same: they were prisons, where one had to serve out one’s term. He had learned how to endure one prison; moving to another meant having to start afresh. Fortunately his new school proved very different.

Belhaven Hill is now established as one of the most prestigious preparatory schools in Britain, but in September 1924, when Hugh arrived there at the age of ten, it had been in existence only four terms and had fewer than thirty pupils. The school had recently moved into the building it still occupies, a Georgian house with projecting bays at each end, just outside Dunbar, twenty-eight miles east of Edinburgh. The house commanded views of the sea, and at night the boys could often hear the eerie sound of the foghorn on the Bass Rock, out on the approaches to the Firth of Forth, its wailing borne down on the wind as this beat against the dormitory windows. The school was run as a partnership by two young bachelor masters, Brian Simms and Wilfrid Ingham, who between them did all the teaching. According to Hugh, Simms was a kindly man who ran the school well and discouraged bullying, though other pupils remember him as formidable and as a stern disciplinarian. During the war he had been a conscientious objector, a sign perhaps of determination and strength of principle; later he became a clergyman. Ingham, known to the boys as ‘Bungey’ on account of his springy step, was more unpredictable, and liable to lose his temper. The boys speculated that, having served during the war in South-West Africa, he was used to beating up natives and had found it hard to curb this habit. Exasperated by Hugh’s incompetence on the playing field, Ingham once hurled a football boot at him in the changing-room. But in class Hugh was Ingham’s favourite, held up to other boys as a model.

Both Ingham and Simms seem to have been diligent and effective teachers. Under them Hugh learned Latin and Greek to a high standard, as well as studying all the other usual subjects, including French, which he had already begun to learn with Miss Amos. Simms taught history by making the boys learn by heart the Kings and Queens of England, their dates, and the principal events of their reigns – perhaps not the most interesting method, but one which provided a framework for future study.

Another important person at the school was the Matron, Miss Rutherford, known to the boys as ‘Miss R’; she presided over high tea, and afterwards told stories which were very popular with the boys, almost all of whom were Scottish. The gist of these was always the same: the superiority of the Scots over the English. The Union between Scotland and England in 1707 remained a subject of sentimental regret more than two centuries later. In class, Lord Belhaven’s lament for Scottish independence was held up to the boys as a model of classic eloquence.

It is hard to believe that Miss R’s homilies did not provoke a reaction from Hugh. In later years he described being surrounded at Belhaven Hill by xenophobic Scottish boys uttering the ritual incantation of ‘Bannockburn’.8 His letters home contained plenty of cracks against the ‘Scotch’ – ‘shows the ignorance of the Scotch’, reads one of them – suggesting that he expected these to be received well by the Trevor-Roper household. Pat soon joined Hugh at Belhaven Hill. By school convention first names were never used, so that even the two brothers addressed each other by their common surname.

On Sundays the boys were segregated, according to whether they attended the Scots or English Church, i.e. Presbyterian or Episcopalian. Hugh, unaware of the difference, plumped for ‘English’. One sermon from that time remained in his memory, given by the Bishop of Edinburgh, who suggested, in passing, that the British Empire might not last for ever. To the schoolboy Hugh, accustomed to seeing a map hanging on the wall showing a large proportion of the world coloured red, the idea seemed absurd.

Conditions at Belhaven Hill were Spartan by modern standards. The day began at 7.00 a.m. with the sound of the school bell. The boys, wrenched from sleep, queued shivering for a bath, usually cold but hot twice a week. Pupils dressed in knickerbockers except in high summer, when grey flannel shorts were allowed. Bathtime was followed by fifteen minutes of physical training; boys who failed to perform to the required standard were dispatched to run around a gravel path. After breakfast came a further period of outdoor exercise and then morning prayers, followed by lessons, which commenced just after nine o’clock. All the senior boys shared one lavatory, outside in the stables. As there was no electricity in the building, the school was lit by gas. When asked by an anxious prospective mother how the dormitories were heated, Simms replied that when it was really cold, Matron would light the gas lamps half an hour before the boys went to bed, and this sufficed.

At weekends Ingham led the boys on walks into the countryside and along the seashore, welcoming Hugh’s curiosity about plants, animals, birds and marine life, just as Miss Amos had done. Every afternoon of the summer term, whatever the weather, he marched the whole school down to Belhaven Sands, and would swim out to sea before floating on his back, to keep an eye on the boys inshore. On Saturdays this excursion was extended to include a picnic of sandwiches and ‘pop’, sprawled among the sand dunes.

On Sunday evenings Simms read aloud to the boys, adventure stories such as Alexandre Dumas’s The Three Musketeers or Conan Doyle’s ‘Brigadier Gerard’ stories. Hugh supplemented these with his own reading: the historical romances of Baroness Orczy, for example. In one letter to his mother Hugh asked whether a copy he had ordered of The Lost World had arrived; in another he mentioned that he was reading Dr Dolittle’s Post Office (then only recently published).9 There was a small library at the school, which Hugh, encouraged by Ingham, ransacked for novels, history and natural history in particular. Some of this reading, Hugh subsequently decided, was premature: he acquired a set of Theodor Mommsen’s multi-volume History of Rome, which even Ingham thought was carrying his zeal for learning too far. He read several of Dickens’s novels far too early to understand or appreciate them, with the unfortunate result that he never returned to Dickens later in life. But the historical novels of Sir Walter Scott absorbed Hugh, set as many of them were in the Border country between England and Scotland; and Scott’s Tales of a Grandfather provided him with a highly coloured introduction to the history of the region up to the time of the ’45 Jacobite Rebellion. Robbery, blackmail, raiding, arson, livestock-rustling, kidnapping, murder and extortion had been rife throughout the Debatable Lands. ‘Reiver’ families such as the Armstrongs and the Scotts roamed the wild moorland of the Borders, often in bands of marauding horsemen; while ‘Warden’ families such as the Buccleuchs and the Dacres maintained frontier garrisons and tried to enforce the rule of law. This was history dramatic enough to excite any schoolboy, a turbulent past still echoing in the landscape around him.

In the less restrictive atmosphere of Belhaven Hill, Hugh began to relax, and a mischievous, subversive side to his nature emerged, which would lead him into later indiscretions. He wrote his own magazine, Bathos, a skit on school life, illustrated with his own comic sketches and enlivened by his comic doggerel, in the style of Belloc’s Cautionary Tales. One such poem ostensibly described the frolics of prehistoric animals, in a manner which transparently lampooned aspects of the school. Bathos proved too subversive for the Headmaster, who banned the magazine after its first issue.

In 1927, aged thirteen, Hugh was taken by his mother to London – his first visit – to sit the scholarship examination for Charterhouse, alongside another Belhaven Hill boy called Goode. Soon after their return to Belhaven it was announced that both* had been elected junior scholars at Charterhouse, and a third boy had won a scholarship to Eton. The whole school enjoyed a half-holiday in celebration.

Years afterwards, Hugh mused on Wordsworth’s belief that after the intense delights of childhood,

Shades of the prison-house begin to close

Upon the growing Boy …

His own experience was the opposite. Childhood had been a form of prison, a sentence to be endured, a grey period with little pleasure to colour it. When not mocked or despised, he had been ignored. He had survived by withdrawing into himself, seeking safety in isolation, protected by a self-created barrier of reserve. Only later would he discover a capacity for uninhibited pleasure.10


2

Carthusian

Charterhouse was founded in 1611 by the immensely rich Tudor benefactor, Thomas Sutton. Today his statue stands in front of the school, in the area known as Founder’s Court. Sutton’s foundation established a school and a ‘hospital’ (almshouses), which for more than two and a half centuries occupied the same site on the edge of the City of London (now known as the Old Charterhouse). In 1872, however, the school moved out of London into open countryside, on the outskirts of Godalming. There, among the Surrey beech woods, on a site running down to the River Wey, a set of buildings in the Gothic style was erected, whose soaring towers, reminiscent of ecclesiastical architecture, dominated the locality. A cloister had been added in the early twentieth century, to commemorate the many Carthusians* who had served in the Boer War, the foundation stone being laid in 1901 by the hero of Mafeking, Old Carthusian Robert Baden-Powell. To one side was the new chapel, designed by Giles Gilbert Scott and dedicated only three months before Hugh’s arrival. Indeed the building work was still incomplete. The new chapel was on a monumental scale, its plain stone walls rising sheer to an impressive height. The austere interior created a solemn effect, like that of a tomb. The chapel had been commissioned in memory of the Great War, in which the school had suffered a horrifying number of casualties, including 687 Old Carthusians dead. Robert Graves, who left Charterhouse in 1914, estimated that at least one in three of his generation had been killed; most of the survivors, if not permanently disabled, had been wounded two or three times. To build the chapel had been the personal vision of the Headmaster, Frank Fletcher, determined, like so many of his contemporaries, that this should have been the ‘war to end wars’.

Hugh felt that there was something dead about the school itself. Little had altered there since the mid-nineteenth century, though the world outside had changed beyond recognition. While British society struggled to adapt itself to successive shocks, Charterhouse remained inflexible. Tradition there was so strong, wrote Robert Graves, that even the school buildings were impregnated with ‘the public school spirit’. Although the prestige of the ‘bloods’ – members of the cricket and football elevens – had diminished under Fletcher, nevertheless, according to a history of the school, he ‘stood for the old world’.1 A small, distinguished-looking man who exercised quiet authority, he was notably formal in his approach, his reserved manner contrasting with the flamboyance of some other public school headmasters of the inter-war period.2

Three boarding-houses had been included in the original design of the new school, and further houses were added or purchased and adapted over the decades that followed, each named after their first Housemaster. Hugh found himself allotted to Daviesites, named after G.S. Davies, later Master of the London Charterhouse. This was a large, three-storey Victorian house with decorated gable-ends and dormer windows projecting from the roof, one of a group of boarding-houses on a hillside facing the school, but divided from it by a sunken road. This road was spanned by a bridge, to which the Daviesites had established special privileges: only they were allowed to use the pavement on one side, and any boy from another house who presumed to trespass on it would be driven off. Many years later, Hugh was reminded of this behaviour when observing monkeys in India. The Housemaster of Daviesites was a clergyman, Lancelot Allen, a nervous, fidgety man rumoured to employ boys as spies, and to patrol the dormitories at night, wearing carpet slippers in the hope of catching his charges unawares in forbidden activity. Though Allen taught French, he was never heard to express interest in French culture, or in culture of any kind. Many years later Hugh would describe him as having been ‘the most reactionary man in the school’.3 He joked that their Housemaster had turned out more agnostics than any other clergyman in England.

Charterhouse was a bewildering place for a new boy, with its own arcane terminology and quaint customs, some of which survive to this day. At first Hugh was rather lost in this unfamiliar and confusing environment, and it took him a while to find his bearings. Fortunately there was a system by which each new boy was allotted an experienced older boy to initiate him into these mysteries, known as a ‘father’. As in other places, the school year was divided into three terms, but here they were confusingly known as ‘Quarters’: the autumn term being known as the Oration Quarter, the spring term as the Long Quarter and the summer term as the Cricket Quarter. Masters were referred to generically as ‘beaks’ (a term familiar from elsewhere) or, more particularly, ‘Brooke Hall’, after the building that served as Masters’ Common Room. New boys were ‘new bugs’, another familiar term, and scholars were ‘gownboys’. Swots in general were known as ‘hash pros’, since ‘hash’ meant lessons. Prep was ‘banco’. Misdemeanours were ‘black books’, after the colour of the punishment book, in which they were recorded. There was a complicated system of privileges known colloquially as ‘posties’ (from the Latin post-te, meaning ‘after you’), denoting status and seniority. In one’s first year, for example, all jackets had to be fully buttoned. In the second year one button could be left undone, and in the third year, two. Monitors (prefects) could wear their jackets open. From photographs taken at the time it seems that the most senior boys could turn up their jacket collars. Black socks were compulsory in the first year; ‘clocked’ socks (black with a stripe down one side) allowed in the second, and coloured socks in the third. There were other ‘posties’ which could trap the unwary. Only monitors were allowed to walk four in a row, for example; Hugh and three others were beaten for transgressing this rule.

As at other schools, the younger boys ‘fagged’ for their elders, carrying out chores and running errands. Academic or sporting excellence provided escape routes out of this servitude. In all the other houses a boy ceased having to fag once he had been at the school two years; but at Daviesites, those who were insufficiently academic or athletic might continue to fag until they left the school. With Allen’s tacit blessing, Daviesites maintained the brutally termed tradition of ‘rooting in cocks’, whereby a boy accused of impertinence to one of his seniors could be taken to the washing-room, bent over a washbasin, with one knee raised to his chin, and kicked – perhaps with football boots – up the bottom. Hugh’s friend Pat Lancaster, who was later captured by the Japanese in the fall of Singapore, would comment that having been a boarder at Charterhouse had been good practice for a prisoner of war.

Scholars bypassed the lower forms, and Hugh was further promoted after only one Quarter; in consequence he was able to escape fagging after his first year. He was one of nine new pupils who stuck together and defended themselves from attack. According to one of his contemporaries, Hugh remained ‘normal’ and ‘well-liked’ despite being obviously ‘very brainy’, which made him often impatient with those slower than he. This boy sat next to Hugh each evening at banco and, finding Latin difficult, would often push across his work in a plea for help, to which Hugh cockily replied, ‘How would you like it, in prose or blank verse?’ Hugh persuaded one of the masters to teach him Spanish, which he learned within only a few weeks. He took pride in his ability to put on a virtuoso performance. On one occasion he accepted a bet that he could not list all the Books of the Bible from memory. Despite a momentary blankness when he reached the Book of Isaiah, he managed it easily.

As one of the elite of public schools which placed a high value on academic excellence, Charterhouse encouraged fierce competition between the cleverer boys. A system of ranking provided a constant measure of performance. Hugh blossomed in this hothouse environment. Academic success earned him prestige beyond his capability on the sports field. Striving to excel offered him an opportunity to demonstrate his intellectual superiority – not just over other pupils, but over masters too. One of those who taught him Latin later admitted that he had to sit up all night revising in order to keep one jump ahead of his precocious pupil.

At the end of two terms at Charterhouse, Hugh was placed fourth equal out of twenty-three in his class: a creditable performance, if not exceptional. Top of the class was a boy from Kent named Bowes. By the end of his second year, Hugh had begun to hit his stride; he was placed second in one of the two sets (known at Charterhouse as ‘divisions’) of the Fifth form which studied classics, and awarded a senior scholarship. Again, Bowes had his nose in front. In 1929 Hugh’s brother Pat arrived at Charterhouse, having similarly won a scholarship from Belhaven Hill, and was likewise allotted to Daviesites. In due course Pat too would be awarded a senior scholarship.

Hugh’s rapid climb up the school compelled Allen to make him a House Monitor, entitling him to his own study at a much younger age than was usual. Studies provided living as well as working accommodation, allowing the occupier more space and privacy. It was in his study, when he was fifteen, that Hugh glimpsed a new world of poetry, on reading Milton’s ‘Nativity Ode’. His passion for Milton would never waver, though in later life he would become less tolerant of Milton’s Puritanism and his republican politics. That same year he took part in ‘The Masque of Charterhouse’, an open-air pageant of the school’s history with a large cast in appropriate costumes, presented for the first time since 1922. His part, as one of six foundation scholars, was not too demanding. The figure of Thomas Sutton was represented as an Elizabethan sea-dog, surrounded by small boys pulling imaginary nautical ropes: a depiction that Hugh would later describe as ‘entirely mythological’.

Around this time Hugh was again very ill: perhaps a recurrence of the rheumatic fever he had suffered at Stancliffe Hall. To assist his recovery the Trevor-Ropers decided to take him and the other two children with them to Menton in the South of France that year. This was the first time that Hugh had been abroad. Being under twenty-one, the children were not allowed to accompany their parents on their evening expeditions to the casino. This luxurious holiday – foreign travel was comparatively much more expensive then – suggests that the Trevor-Ropers had not suffered unduly from the 1929 Slump. Hugh apparently made a complete recovery. Having been a frail child, he was growing into a vigorous and robust young man, slightly taller than average. Back at home, in an attempt to compensate for his otherwise sedentary existence, he tried to cultivate an enthusiasm for golf. Photographs taken in this period show him dressed in a loud check suit with plus-fours, like a character from a P.G. Wodehouse novel, his nose adorned with circular spectacles and his neatly parted hair plastered to his forehead, ending in a quiff. Hugh would go solo around Alnwick’s nine-hole course, playing against ‘bogey’, but he soon became bored with this. Instead he developed a taste for beagling, which combined in one activity exercise, the pleasure of being out in the countryside and a certain hearty companionableness.

Carthusians were required to join the Officers’ Training Corps (OTC); the Daviesites platoon ‘under the command of Corporal Trevor-Roper’ won the Recruits’ Cup. Most of Hugh’s extra-curricular activities at school were solitary ones, however. At the age of sixteen he boldly announced that he would take no further part in school games. Afterwards, his only school sport was long-distance running, which he did alone. He took up sketching in earnest, and developed a facility for caricature, which found a counterpoint in the extravagant metaphors that adorned his prose. The two were connected, in that Hugh claimed to be unable to understand anything that he could not present to his imagination in pictorial form; correspondingly, when he comprehended anything vividly, it was always in terms of some visual image. Many of the most striking metaphors he would employ derived from his fascination with the natural world: he interpreted the world of men in terms of wobbling jellyfish, confused sheep, performing sealions, scuttling crabs, sinister spiders and lazy trout.

Nature was very important to him. When he had arrived at Charterhouse Hugh had been astonished at the green-ness of the surrounding countryside, so different from the bleaker moors of Northumberland to which he was accustomed. He soon discovered species of butterfly that he had known only from books: ones unable to tolerate the harsher northern climate, orangetips and swallowtails for example. He became a lepidopterist, alone pursuing his quarry with a butterfly net through the woods for miles around, making a prize catch of a White Admiral near the then unspoilt village of Gatwick.

By the end of his third year, in the Under Sixth, Hugh was placed first in his division. This was the moment when boys chose the subject in which they would specialise in the Sixth form. The Headmaster summoned Hugh and asked for his choice. Hugh answered ‘mathematics’ – curiously, because it was not a subject in which he had previously excelled. But it was one that he enjoyed and believed himself good at: justifiably so, since in the Sixth form he would win the mathematics prize. Fletcher was not impressed. ‘Clever boys read classics’, he pronounced, and showed Hugh the door.

Whatever he may have felt at the time, Hugh afterwards acknowledged his deep gratitude to Fletcher for guiding him away from ‘a juvenile flirtation with mathematics’ towards the study of classics. The school had a proud tradition of excellent classical teaching; in the preceding century several of the masters there had been fine classical scholars, one indeed General Editor of the Loeb Classical Library. From the time he entered the Sixth form, Hugh was taught classics by A.L. Irvine, known as ‘Uncle’, who made the boys learn by heart passages of Greek and Latin literature which he had selected and published for the purpose. Though rather mechanical, this method left pupils enriched. Even into old age Hugh could quote long passages that he had learned in this way. He was taught too by Fletcher himself, who introduced the boys to Tacitus, the man Hugh considered the greatest of all Roman historians, whose work was to influence the book many rate as Hugh’s masterpiece, The Last Days of Hitler. Fletcher also led the boys through his own favourite Greek tragedy, the Agamemnon of Aeschylus. But it was his introduction to Homer that ignited Hugh’s passion for classics. At first he struggled with Homer’s archaic vocabulary and the unfamiliar form, but once he had broken the code (as he later put it), he found he could read Homer’s verse easily. Looking back a dozen years later, Hugh would count this as one of the most memorable moments of his life. ‘On I read, far past the appointed terminus, till late at night, fascinated; and all my leisure hours for long afterwards were spent in reading Homer, till I knew all the Iliad and Odyssey.’4

Irvine was encouraging about Hugh’s prospects. ‘I see no reason why the highest scholarship should be beyond his reach in due course,’ he wrote in an end-of-year report; ‘He also has an unusual breadth of reading at his command. The only thing I at all fear is his facility: I sometimes wish things caused him a little more difficulty.’ In Irvine’s reports there are several references to Hugh’s ‘fatal facility’, and warnings about the dangers of overconfidence.

Looking back, Hugh qualified his gratitude at being so well taught at Charterhouse with this reservation: ‘one element of education was, as it now seems to me, entirely missing. That missing element was thought.’ Perhaps, he wrote in an autobiographical fragment, ‘one should not expect schoolboys to think. Perhaps, at that age, when the mind is quick to absorb rules and facts, but is otherwise still immature, they should be drilled in the discipline of language and mathematics, [and] build up a repository of factual and linguistic knowledge, the essential tools for later exploration.’ Yet for Hugh learning, valuable though it was, would never be enough in itself. His questioning mind would constantly search out problems, and seek to answer them.

During his final year in the school Hugh edited The Carthusian, the school magazine. His editorials were mildly facetious, but there was little trace yet of the distinctive Trevor-Roper style. Contributions to The Carthusian were unsigned, so it is difficult to single out those that might be his.

By the time he had reached the Sixth form, Hugh had confirmed his position as one of the academic stars of the school. In his first year he was placed third overall, winning prizes for divinity and modern history and the essay prize, as well as one of the prizes awarded to those who had achieved the highest aggregate scores across a range of subjects. In the following year, his last at Charterhouse, he was placed top of the Classical Sixth, acknowledged as the highest form in the school, thereby winning the form prize, and scooped up a fistful of other prizes: for classical composition, for English literature, for divinity (again), and for the study of classical literature. Hugh had also become a school monitor, and was by now Head Monitor of Daviesites, where, according to one of his contemporaries, he was ‘held in respect but not fear’. As such, he was acknowledged as the second boy in the school, after the Head Monitor.

Hugh applied to Christ Church, where three exhibitions, each worth £90 a year,* were reserved for Carthusians. In this he was influenced by Irvine, who himself had been at Christ Church, which he reckoned to be the only good Oxford college. Hugh sat the exam and won a scholarship to read Literae Humaniores (classics, philosophy and ancient history), beginning in the Michaelmas (autumn) term† of 1932. He was awarded the Talbot Scholarship, worth £20 per year, with a prize of books to the value of £5; and one of the five school exhibitions of £80 per year, each tenable for four years. Another school exhibition, worth a further £80 per year, was at the disposal of the governors, and in 1932 this was awarded to Goode, Hugh’s compatriot from Belhaven Hill, who won a scholarship to Trinity, Cambridge. Hugh’s other rival, Bowes, also won a scholarship to Christ Church to read Greats, though disappointingly he would only manage a second-class degree. Hugh did not much care for him. After both had left Oxford, he wrote a satirical ode celebrating Bowes’s appointment as a schoolmaster at Brighton College. ‘Bowes’, he wrote to his brother, ‘is about as interesting as cold cabbage, and certainly much less witty.’ Bowes would be killed on active service in 1942.

Hugh left Charterhouse at the end of the 1932 Summer Quarter. ‘I hope his career at Oxford and in life will fulfil the high promise of his school record,’ Fletcher wrote in his final report: ‘if so, he will do very well. His memory powers, scholarship, and capacity for rapid and effective expression are exceptionally good.’

In September Hugh set out on a walking holiday in the Scottish Borders with two companions, which formed the basis of a light-hearted article he contributed to the Charterhouse literary magazine Greyfriar, his first signed appearance in print. This was an account of a local figure he had encountered in the pages of Walter Scott: Thomas of Ercildoune, the thirteenth-century soothsayer known as Thomas the Rhymer – an apt subject for Hugh’s satirical pen, enabling him to poke fun at the credulousness of the Scots. He introduced his account with a self-mocking description of the holiday, claiming that his companions had ‘nipped in the bud all my stories’ and ‘allowed none of my Scottish ballads to proceed beyond the second line’. His piece was illustrated with two satirical sketches, depicting himself peering through round spectacles, dressed in cap, tweeds and plus-fours, bearing a knapsack, equipped with walking-stick in one hand and map in the other, and puffing unconvincingly at a pipe.

In the following spring another piece of his would appear in Greyfriar, purporting to be ‘an ancient romance’, sung by a minstrel to the accompaniment of a harp in the year AD 2934, of events that had happened a thousand years earlier. The supposed minstrel told of a hunt for the Loch Ness Monster (then much in the news), led by the mighty Lord Rother of the Mere, sailing in his ship Dilly Mail, much to the chagrin of his rival, Lord Beaver of the Brook. This ludicrous squib was illustrated by two more of Hugh’s cartoons.

At the end of the first week of October, refreshed by his strenuous holiday, Hugh went up to Oxford.


3

Undergraduate

Christ Church is the grandest of the Oxford colleges. An undergraduate who went up to Christ Church just after the Second World War compared it to the Brigade of Guards: ‘just as the British Army was said to consist of the Brigade of Guards and a few attached troops, so we considered that the University consisted of Christ Church and a few attached colleges’.1 Other colleges barely registered in the minds of Christ Church men. One pre-war undergraduate is said to have requested a taxi from a college porter at the main gate; when asked where he was going, the young man answered vaguely, ‘Oh, Pembroke’. The porter was understandably bemused. Pembroke College stands on the opposite side of St Aldates, just across the street.

Christ Church’s generous size suggests its superiority. Other colleges seem cramped by comparison. To its side stretches Christ Church Meadow, a field running down to the river, itself almost as big as the rest of the University combined. Christ Church’s quadrangles include the magnificent Tom Quad, the largest in Oxford. Wren’s Tom Tower, above the Great Gate that forms the main entrance to the college, is one of the city’s landmarks. For his first year Hugh was allotted a set of rooms, comprising a bedroom and a separate sitting-room, on the ground floor of Staircase 2,* overlooking St Aldates – ideal for undergraduates who wanted to climb in at night after the gate was locked. One contemporary enviously described Hugh’s as ‘the most luxurious chambers in Tom’.

The college originated in 1525, and was first known as Cardinal’s College after its founder, Cardinal Wolsey. ‘The establishment was planned on a magnificent scale,’ Hugh would write in a brief guide to the history and architecture of Christ Church, published after the war, ‘and picked young men were drawn thither from every source, even from Cambridge.’†2 After Wolsey’s fall in 1529 it was inherited by King Henry VIII together with the rest of the Cardinal’s property, including Hampton Court Palace. For almost twenty years afterwards it was a meagre, stopgap affair, but in 1545 the King, flush with the confiscated wealth of the monasteries, dissolved his former foundation and, next year, ‘refounded’ it as Christ Church.3 From the year of the refoundation the Cathedral itself has formed part of the college, which explains why Christ Church is known as ‘the House’, a reference to its Latin name, Aedes Christi, the House of God. The Dean of the Cathedral is always head of the college, and until an Act of Parliament in 1867 the Dean and the Chapter alone constituted the Governing Body, so that the professional teachers (known, confusingly, as ‘Students’) were not independent Fellows but mere subordinate employees, with no say in the running of the college. After 1867 these teachers were elevated to the status of governors like the Fellows of any other college, though they remained known as ‘Students’. Two of the canonries were then abolished, and all save one of the remaining six attached to University professorships; yet there remained (and remains) a tension within the college between the clerical and the secular.

Socially, Christ Church had long been a cut above the rest. For generation after generation, it was the obvious choice for young aristocrats. Recalling his time as an undergraduate at Magdalen in the late 1920s, John Betjeman remarked how Christ Church men always seemed to give the impression that they were just dropping in at Oxford on their way to a seat in the House of Lords, shortly to be vacated on the deaths of their fathers; or that they were coming into college for a term or two, but spending most of their time away in country houses.4 Among the preponderance of undergraduates from the great English public schools could be found the occasional foreign princeling, young count or maharajah, or the son of a Greek or American plutocrat. The intake of ninety-one freshmen who came up to Christ Church in 1932 included Lord Hugh Percy, Earl St Aldwyn, Lord Lyell and the Master of Elphinstone. This was a much grander society than the predominantly middle-class environment of Charterhouse.

Christ Church has always prized brains as well as breeding; one third of the undergraduate places were reserved for scholars, who sat at a separate table in Hall and wore a longer gown to distinguish themselves from the commoners. Nevertheless, the college traditionally took a relaxed attitude to the lacunae of young men from the right backgrounds. As late as 1964, for example, Christ Church had the largest proportion of public school boys of any college, and the largest proportion of undergraduates failing their Finals.5 As Hugh would observe, ‘social grandeur is not always or necessarily equivalent to intellectual eminence’. Over the centuries many a young squire had been advised by his chaplain to go to Christ Church ‘if only for a term or so’, with the assurance that there was not the least occasion to open any books there except ‘those excellent works’, the Stud Book and the Racing Calendar.6 It was argued that the presence of such men added to the gaiety of the college, enlivening what might otherwise become a grey meritocracy, though of course snobbery played a part too. Dean White, head of the college when Hugh went up in 1932, was said to tremble with pleasure at the mention of a duke.7 A very small man, he wore a top hat, which he raised ceremonially whenever he met an undergraduate who happened to be a member of the peerage.

Soon after his arrival at Christ Church, Hugh received an invitation to tea with the Dean. Entering the deanery, he found one other new undergraduate had been invited: a Parsee from India. Why the two of them had been combined was unclear. The Dean greeted Hugh with the words, ‘Mr Trevor-Roper, I think that you come from Northumberland. I always say that so long as we have the Percys and the Cecils, Christ Church can hold up its head among the colleges of Oxford.’ The conversation advanced awkwardly, the two undergraduates sitting silent most of time while the Dean’s American wife loudly scolded a novice footman for a succession of blunders.

This patrician predominance gave its own character to the college. Free-spending Christ Church men drove sports cars, followed country pursuits, gave extravagant parties and treated the dons much as they might servants.

Life could be difficult for the few proletarians who made it through the gate. One of these was A.L. Rowse, an earnest left-winger when he came up to Christ Church in 1921. As Rowse recalled more than forty years afterwards, he was persecuted by a group of ‘toughs’ who had no intellectual interests whatsoever. When they got drunk he would close his outer door (an action known as ‘sporting your oak’, indicating that you did not want to be disturbed); they ‘would shout and scream and beat on it, sometimes attempting to pour water through the letter-box, while I sat it out within, heart palpitating with fury and indignation as much as fear’.8 Rowse described Christ Church as ‘a very stuck-up place in those days, insufferably complacent’. Half a lifetime later he remained aggrieved at not having been elected to a History lectureship at his old college, after he had been encouraged to apply.9

Harold Acton, high priest of the Aesthetes, had been a contemporary of Rowse’s at Christ Church. The fascinated Rowse described him as ‘a bird of brilliant plumage’, mincing his way through the mob with an odd, affected carriage.10 Leaning from his window, Acton had recited Eliot’s The Waste Land to his fellow Oxonians through a megaphone. When Hugh arrived ten years later Acton’s acolytes could still be found there, despite the philistine hearties who rampaged through the quadrangles, smashing glass and de-bagging those undergraduates suspected of having ‘artistic’ tendencies. A handful of celebrated ‘Queens’ combined a flamboyant appearance with a studied formality of manner.11 In his first term at Christ Church Hugh was shocked to be introduced to ‘a real horror’ at a tea party, whose appearance and manner left him at a loss for words; in trying to describe him, he could only quote a complaint in the Junior Common Room book that ‘hermaphrodites’ were being allowed into the JCR.12

The more sophisticated environment of Christ Church unsettled Hugh. Having been a big fish in the small pond of Charterhouse, he now found himself diminished and exposed in an open sea. He envied the easy manners and effortless self-assurance of the Etonians or the intellectual repertoire of the boys from Stowe, who would casually drop the names of Marx or Freud, Pirandello or Pound, while he could only quote Sophocles or Seneca. Hugh longed to escape from his own identity, which he despised as provincial and gauche. Sitting with the scholars in Hall, he gazed admiringly at the young men at the other tables, whose open and carefree ways contrasted with the timid, inhibited and introverted qualities of mouse-like scholarship boys like himself. Hugh found his work comparatively straightforward, so he began to loosen up, drinking fine wines and champagnes, dining on oysters and salmon, and throwing lavish lunch parties. Often he would be drunk in the evening. He bet on horses to fund his increased expenditure. The bottle and the turf played a large part in this new life, which he described in expansive letters to his brother Pat, then still a schoolboy at Charterhouse.

Whenever possible Hugh liked to be outside, tramping through the countryside after a pack of beagles, or riding to hounds, not gathering mould in some fusty library. These were activities that could occupy most of the daylight hours, starting soon after dawn and continuing until early afternoon. Afterwards he would relax over several pints of beer and darts in a pub – especially The Sportsman at Quainton, where Hugh became friendly with the local farmers. After closing time he would often go on to a cottage for a supper of bread and cheese and pickled onions, washed down with more beer from a barrel, when songs would be sung and the blacksmith’s son would entertain them on a mouth organ. At last there would be the jolly drive back to Oxford through the dark and the fog, blowing bugles and hunting-horns, the car weaving across the road, or into a ditch – or, on one memorable occasion, into the duck pond at Marsh Gibbon. Once both car lights failed, and they crawled back towards town with Hugh crouched outside on the running-board to shout directions to the driver.

In the early mornings Hugh would sometimes run around Christ Church Meadow, racing a friend. At other times he would stroll around the Meadow, engaged in earnest discussion with companions, or alone, deep in thought.

A.J. Ayer, who took his degree from Christ Church in the year Hugh arrived, observed in his memoirs that in those days there seemed to be time for everything.13 Undergraduates tended to adopt the attitudes of a leisured class, whatever their social backgrounds. Such attitudes were fostered by the material advantages the young men enjoyed, living in sets of rooms attended by college servants, known as scouts, who supplied coal for the fire and hot water for shaving, and waited at luncheon and dinner parties. The day began with a roll-call at eight o’clock. Undergraduates were meant to be fully dressed for the roll-call, but in practice it was sufficient to turn up wearing an overcoat over pyjamas. Afterwards scouts would bring breakfast, which could consist of as many as four courses, to their rooms. Lectures could begin at any time from nine o’clock onwards, but few lecturers chose to start before ten, and attendance was not compulsory in any case. Teaching consisted of a weekly tutorial, often taken individually or at most with one other, at the outset of which the undergraduate would read his essay aloud; the rest of the tutorial would be taken up with a discussion of the essay’s subject. When not at lunch parties, undergraduates would generally take a cold lunch in their rooms or in the Junior Common Room. Afternoons were left free for leisure activities. Tea was served in the JCR, and tutorials taken in the early evening, before dinner in Hall or, on warm evenings, outside on the grass lawn, which began at 7.15 p.m. In those days dons invariably dined in evening dress, but undergraduates were merely required to wear gowns over their normal clothes, as they were at lectures and tutorials. Nor were they obliged to dine in Hall, though since they were charged for at least four dinners a week, most chose to do so. Those who wanted to dine out gravitated towards The George, a fashionable restaurant on the corner of George Street and Cornmarket, though the food was no better than in Hall and considerably more expensive. After dinner one could go out on the town, perhaps to visit undergraduates in other colleges. The cinema was a legitimate attraction, as was the Oxford Playhouse, with a programme largely consisting of farces and Agatha Christie murder mysteries, with the occasional new work by Noël Coward or Bernard Shaw, or revivals of plays by Barrie or Galsworthy. Hugh took advantage of a visit to Oxford by the D’Oyly Carte Opera Company to see Trial by Jury, The Pirates of Penzance and The Yeomen of the Guard. But the city’s pubs were out of bounds to undergraduates, patrolled by proctors to ensure compliance. Alternatively one could entertain guests in one’s rooms until the main gate closed at twenty minutes past twelve – except women guests, who had to be ushered out by ten. The rules strengthened the society of the college. Undergraduates were not allowed to sleep out of college during term. Misdemeanours could result in the culprit being ‘gated’, i.e. confined to college in the evenings.

One night in his first term Hugh attended ‘a somewhat immoral College Debating Society’, which, as he explained in a letter to his brother, ‘provides ample refreshment and is quite amusing. I gave an eloquent harangue upon one of the Canons of the Cathedral who is the most repulsive man I have ever seen, who is fat and glistening, and who, in the words of a Don at the said meeting “sweats – I say it with a shudder – sweats while he eats, winter and summer”.’ Hugh’s distaste for religiosity was becoming apparent. ‘I have already got into disfavour with certain religious beings by continually refusing their invitations to religious tea-parties.’14 Nonetheless Hugh attended the occasional Sunday Cathedral service. Soon after his arrival in Oxford he heard the Dean preach a sermon entirely devoted to praise of the Japanese, whom he extolled as models for people of other nations. Since the Japanese had recently invaded Manchuria, and there set up a puppet government notorious for its brutality and oppression, the Dean’s panegyric struck Hugh as odd.

Continuing the military training he had begun at Charterhouse, Hugh joined the cavalry section of the University Officers’ Training Corps (OTC). He does not seem to have taken this very seriously; perhaps he just wanted an opportunity to ride. At weekends Hugh sometimes went back to Charterhouse for the day, or took a long walk in the Oxfordshire countryside. Early in his second term, during a cold spell, when even the Mercury pool in the middle of Tom Quad was frozen hard, Hugh boasted to Pat that he had been for ‘a short stroll’ of thirty-eight miles in the Cotswolds.15

Classical scholars undertook a four-year course, studying first the classical languages themselves (Honour Moderations or Mods), and then ancient history and philosophy (Greats). There were examinations at the end of both parts of the course, marked separately. Hugh soon showed his exceptional qualities. ‘An exceedingly intelligent and capable scholar’, wrote one of his tutors, Denys Page, at the end of his first term; ‘he should do very well indeed, assisted by exuberant but not unfounded self-confidence. I have nothing but praise for his work.’ Page was only a few years older than Hugh, a man of gaiety and charm, but with a tendency to dogmatism that sometimes led to ferocious quarrels. A grammar school boy, he had won a scholarship to Christ Church in 1926, where he had been awarded several of the most coveted University-wide prizes, and obtained first classes in both Mods and Greats. He had received special coaching from J.D. Denniston at Hertford College, a philological specialist who became one of Hugh’s closest friends. It was probably at Page’s suggestion that Hugh was farmed out to Denniston for a term.

After Hugh’s first term his other tutor, J.G. Barrington-Ward,* predicted ‘many triumphs’. Barrington-Ward was a very efficient teacher though, like Page, he showed no interest in the classics as literature, which to Hugh was one of the main reasons for reading them. Instead of studying the classics as presenting an exemplary model of life, and as a means of understanding the civilisation and culture of antiquity, Barrington-Ward saw them, so Hugh felt, as an opportunity for a kind of learned crossword puzzle. Hugh would come to feel that there was something sterile about this approach to classical studies, exemplified above all by the scholar and poet A.E. Housman, who had neglected ancient history and philosophy altogether.

After the Trinity term 1933, Page was even more enthusiastic, describing Hugh as ‘a brilliant scholar, painstaking and ingenious’. He had already been honourably mentioned for the Gaisford Prize for Greek Verse, and Page saw this as merely ‘a prelude to very considerable distinctions’. Such tutors’ reports were delivered in Hall in the end-of-term ‘Collections’, at which the Dean would pass judgement on the performance and behaviour of the undergraduates in question. Dean White was famous for his faux pas on such occasions, often delivering a damning appraisal to the wrong man.

It had been impressed on Hugh at Charterhouse that a classical scholar ought to be able to read the writings of the dominant figure in classical studies, Ulrich von Wilamowitz-Moellendorff. He therefore decided to teach himself German, by the method he had used to learn Greek: first mastering the structure, and then reading a book of sufficient length and intrinsic interest to enable him to ‘break the code’. He chose for this purpose Gregorovius’s History of the City of Rome in the Middle Ages (1859–72), a dauntingly monumental work in eight volumes. At the back of his mind was another motive. Hugh had no very clear idea of what to do after he finished at Oxford. His uncle Claude, one of his father’s older brothers, offered to have him articled as a solicitor in his office in Manchester, but Hugh did not relish this prospect. Another uncle, his mother’s brother Jim, suggested that he might join the family firm in South America, which sounded much more romantic; but his mother stamped on the idea of his working in ‘trade’. Hugh was not attracted either by the notion of becoming a schoolmaster, or even a don teaching classics. Many of the cleverest young men of his generation aspired to a career in the Foreign Service, for which one needed French (which he had studied since his lessons with Miss Amos fifteen years earlier) and German. The life of a diplomat sounded pleasant, with the glamour of postings abroad. In so far as he had an ambition, this was it.

To speed his understanding of this new language he arranged to spend part of his first long vacation in Vienna* with an undergraduate friend, another classical scholar called Robert Beaumont. The custom in those days was for visiting students to lodge with a local family. The people to whom they applied could take only one of them, and so passed on the other to neighbours. (In retrospect, it seemed surprising that these two families should have been on cordial terms, since one of them was Jewish, and the other Nazi.) The two young Englishmen read in the mornings, and divided their evenings between the cinemas and the beer gardens.16 Vienna was then in ferment, with a socialist mayor confronting a conservative Chancellor. Meanwhile Hitler had come to power in Germany, encouraging Nazi agitators in his former homeland. Within a year an Austrian civil war would erupt; the Chancellor would be murdered by the Nazis, while the showpiece Karl-Marx workers’ flats in Vienna would be shelled by the Austrian army. None of this tension was apparent to Hugh, however. At the time he was entirely apolitical. In domestic politics he had assumed the unthinking conservatism of his parents and their circle. Indeed the local MP for the Berwick-on-Tweed division of Northumberland, which embraced Glanton and Alnwick, the conservative Captain A.J.K. Todd, was a close family friend. Hugh did not bother to cast a vote in the general election of 1935, the first in which he was eligible to vote, when Todd was defeated by the Liberal candidate, Sir William Seely. The National Government embraced moderate opinion from all three main political parties. Two factions of Opposition Liberals competed for the support of a dwindling number of Liberal MPs. The unpalatable alternatives were either the rump of the Labour Party on the Left, or the fascist party being organised by Sir Oswald Mosley on the Right. The turbulence within almost every country on the European mainland discouraged Britons from extremist politics. Young people displayed ambivalent feelings towards the German revival, many sympathising with German complaints at the harsh terms imposed on them by the victorious Allies in the Versailles Treaty. Some wanted to make friends with Germans: the poet Stephen Spender took this so far as to sleep with young Germans as a gesture of reconciliation.

Hugh was disinclined, both by background and by temperament, from taking an interest in politics. Though he had joined the League of Nations Union (LNU) at Charterhouse, this was the kind of worthy cause he had since discarded, together with much of his schoolboy identity. There is no record of his speaking at or even attending the debates at the Oxford Union during his undergraduate career – in contrast to his contemporary Max Beloff, later a conservative historian, who in those days invariably championed the progressive cause. Hugh was certainly not present for the notorious debate on 9 February 1933, when the motion ‘This House will in no circumstances fight for its King and Country’ was carried, by a majority of 275 votes to 153. The result was greeted with outrage in the patriotic press* and was widely believed to have encouraged Hitler to think that ‘England’ would not fight, though the evidence for this is flimsy.17 Whether the vote was truly representative of undergraduate opinion as a whole may be doubted.18 The Union attracted the most politically minded undergraduates, which in the 1930s meant those on the Left. In the second debate of the Michaelmas term of 1932, for example, the motion was carried that ‘This House believes that the Russian experiment is succeeding, and welcomes its success’. A few weeks later, the House decided that socialism offered ‘the only solution to the problems facing this country’.

The Union President at the time of the ‘King and Country’ debate was a Christ Church man, Frank Hardie. Indeed Christ Church in the 1930s was a very political college. The Senior Common Room contained several parliamentary candidates, three of whom – the physicist Professor Frederick Lindemann (later Lord Cherwell), and two younger dons, Frank Pakenham (later Lord Pakenham, and later still, Lord Longford), who taught politics, and the historian Patrick Gordon Walker – would attain ministerial office, albeit the first two as peers. Gordon Walker stood as Labour candidate for Oxford City in 1935, while the economist Roy Harrod, biographer of Keynes, stood as the Liberal. Several other dons had strong political contacts. Former Christ Church men such as Randolph Churchill and Quintin Hogg maintained close links with their alma mater while noisily engaged in politics.

Though Hugh was indifferent to all this political activity, even he could hardly remain oblivious to the stream of Jewish refugees from Nazi Germany, who arrived in Britain in increasing numbers. In particular, a conspicuous figure appeared at Christ Church that summer: Albert Einstein, then the most famous scientist in the world. He had been persuaded to come to England by Lindemann, who toured Germany in his chauffeur-driven Rolls-Royce, seeking out distinguished Jewish scientists displaced by the Nazis. Einstein boarded with Roy Harrod and his wife Billa in their St Aldates house. With his brown suit and unruly shock of white hair, he stood out among the other dons dining in Hall. That same June, some very different Germans arrived in Oxford: a group of Nazi students on a ‘private visit’. In November, Mosley addressed a meeting of the British Union of Fascists at Oxford Town Hall, a short distance up St Aldates from Christ Church; according to the Oxford Magazine, hecklers were ‘very roughly handled’ by Mosley’s ‘private army’. In the mid-1930s Mosley was a frequent visitor to Oxford, where a small number of Black-shirts could be found in most colleges. In November 1934, for example, he was guest speaker at the University Fascists’ Dinner. In May 1936, Mosley held a packed meeting at the Carfax Assembly Rooms in Oxford, at which protesters were set upon by Blackshirt ‘stewards’ armed with truncheons.19 Hugh reported to his mother on the event. ‘Great damage to the Blackshirts was done by one of the dons of Christ Church, who, being struck over the head by a Blackshirt with a steel chain, was roused to a berserk fury.’20 This was Frank Pakenham. An undergraduate strolling around Tom Quad late that evening heard a commotion outside and a battering at the gate, which was opened immediately; in staggered the tall figure of Pakenham, blood pouring down his face from a scalp wound.

For his second year Hugh moved into rooms in the Victorian Meadows Building. There he gave a lunch party for Ann Sitwell, presumably a friend from Northumberland – ‘you know, the wench everyone fought to have as a permanent opponent at Mr Rea’s tennis tournaments’, he explained to his brother. Apparently she was a desirable young woman; Hugh was certainly disappointed when she cut him dead the next time they met. ‘I suppose she prefers the pseudo-intellectual shits with whom she seems to associate,’ he complained.21

At the end of the Michaelmas term 1933, a note of criticism crept into his tutors’ reports for the first time. ‘A very able man who does exceptional work and a lot of it,’ wrote Page: ‘he has unfortunately not yet grown out of a certain childish superciliousness which has a strong and bad effect on his attitude to his work, and even on the work itself.’ By the end of the Hilary term 1934, Page could report that ‘he has far more patience and sympathy with his subject than of old’. During this term Hugh sat Honour Moderations, and emerged with a first. He had already won the Craven Scholarship, a prize won by many of the country’s leading classicists over the years. Hugh was in all probability the best classical scholar in his year.

But by this time he had decided to change course. Instead of continuing to read Greats for the second half of his degree, he switched to modern history. One reason was that he did not relish the prospect of being taught Roman history by ‘Bobbie’ Longden, whom he actively disliked, and indeed despised; or Greek history by R.H. (Robert, known to his friends as ‘Robin’) Dundas, notorious for his prurient cross-examination of shy and lonely schoolboys. ‘I forget,’ Dundas would say in his curious, pinched voice, once he was alone in his rooms with a newly arrived undergraduate, ‘are you a bugger?’ But there was a more fundamental reason for Hugh’s decision. He had become disenchanted with classical studies as they were then taught at Oxford. Classical scholarship seemed to him to have reached a dead end, consisting of editing and re-editing the same texts, ‘tinkering with texts’, as he later described it. By this time, as he later recalled, ‘I had read all the classical literature worth reading, and much that was not. Why scrape the bottom of the barrel?’22

Hugh was thinking about his future. The study of modern history seemed appropriate to the diplomatic career he envisaged. To join the Foreign Service depended on passing a special examination, which could be undertaken no sooner than two years after graduation. In the meantime he would fund himself by obtaining a Fellowship at All Souls, the postgraduate college reserved for the cleverest scholars, an established first step on the route into the Diplomatic Service. And he would continue to improve his French and German, with the intention of becoming fluent. In the pursuit of this aim, he spent the spring vacation of 1934 in Provence, and the summer in Burgundy, staying as a paying guest in a suite of rooms in a château. ‘Do you know’, he wrote to Pat, with the air of a man of the world, ‘that prostitutes in Paris can be had for 6 francs?’23 Though he affected an air of authority on the subject, there is no evidence that Hugh took advantage of the bargains to be had in the French capital, or indeed that he had any experience of sex at this age. It seems likely that he was still uncertain of his sexuality, like so many of his contemporaries. Perhaps sensing this, a Moorish soldier propositioned him in the Palace of the Popes in Avignon, a fact of which Hugh later boasted to his prurient friend Logan Pearsall Smith.

In the Trinity term 1934 Hugh began to read modern history, taught for one term only by J.N.L. (Nowell) Myres, who had taken firsts in both classics and modern history, and who specialised in Roman and Anglo-Saxon Britain. ‘Has made an excellent start,’ reported Myres; ‘he reads the sources with avidity and has views of his own: he should do very well.’ Modern history was the most popular school in Oxford, regarded as a soft option, suitable for those sons (and a few daughters) of wealthy men whose academic abilities were limited.24 Of those modern history candidates taking Schools* in 1935, only 8 per cent obtained first-class degrees.25 The course covered the whole of English history, from medieval to modern, at a superficial level, with a century or so of foreign history, and then a special subject which one would study from primary sources. In the year in which Hugh took up modern history, the syllabus was in the process of being reformed, with the inclusion of a general paper (which embraced ‘development and methods of historical writing’), and the extension of the period that could be studied into more recent times.26 Hugh took advantage of this extension to study European history from 1815 to 1914.

Far from abandoning classics, Hugh continued reading and studying classical literature for two more terms, in parallel with his historical studies. It was during this period that he won two more of the most prestigious classical prizes, the Hertford (‘for the promotion of Latin’) and the Ireland (‘for the promotion of classical learning and taste’), and was again honourably mentioned for his efforts to win the Gaisford Prize for Greek Verse. The following year he was proxime accessit (runner-up) for the Gaisford. ‘Brilliant work,’ commented Page at the end of the Michaelmas term 1934, ‘done in odd moments stolen from his History tutors.’

Those tutors, Keith Feiling and J.C. (John) Masterman, were equally enthusiastic about him. ‘The ablest man I have taught for several years,’ reported Feiling at the end of his first term: ‘I have the highest hopes.’ Feiling, a courteous, kindly man who spoke with a stutter, had been a tutor at Christ Church for almost a quarter of a century, and was soon to retire from teaching to concentrate on research, particularly on the history of the Tory Party, which became the subject of two of his major works. He kept up a wide range of political contacts, including Winston Churchill, who sought Feiling’s guidance on his life of his ancestor John Churchill, 1st Duke of Marlborough, published in four volumes from 1933 to 1938. A pupil who shared tutorials with Hugh remembered Feiling coming in late, and explaining, by way of apology, that he had just come from a meeting with ‘Winston’. Feiling was a serious scholar of an old-fashioned kind, who seemed to Hugh out of touch with modern historical thinking of the type taught by the younger men, almost all of whom were on the Left.

Though very different in temperament, Feiling and Masterman formed a highly effective partnership, ensuring that in the inter-war years the Christ Church history school achieved more first-class degrees than that of any other college.27 Hugh compared Masterman to the best kind of public school master, who never did any research and whose emphasis was entirely on teaching. Indeed there was some thought that he might become Headmaster of Eton. However, his approach was too limited for the cleverest pupils: Rowse, for example, who had been bored by Masterman’s tutorials, which he had found intellectually lacking.28 A fine athlete, Masterman had played hockey for England and lawn tennis at Wimbledon, and was selected for an MCC tour of Canada as late as 1937, when he was in his mid-forties. According to A.J. (‘Freddie’) Ayer, who joined the Christ Church Senior Common Room in 1932 as a lecturer in philosophy, Masterman’s outlook on life resembled that of a character in a John Buchan novel.29 An easygoing bachelor don, he was, like Feiling, well connected with those in power, and assiduous in helping pupils of whom he approved to find jobs. Hugh reckoned that one could judge how high one ranked in Masterman’s estimation by the club at which he invited you to lunch. (Hugh was always invited to the best club.) Masterman’s reports show that he found Hugh ‘a very pleasant pupil to teach’ and ‘a most agreeable pupil’.

In contrast to Feiling and Masterman, the young Patrick Gordon Walker had embraced Marxism. He was determined to reform and modernise the teaching of history at Oxford. He summoned first-year students to his rooms and there explained that history was not an art, but a science. The Marxist interpretation had predicted the course of events since Marx’s own time with such remarkable accuracy that it could now be regarded as scientifically valid. This seemed very exciting to Hugh at the time. ‘The vast pageant of history, hitherto so indeterminate, so formless, so mysterious, now had, as it seemed, a beautiful, mechanical regularity, and modern science had supplied a master-key which, with a satisfying click, would turn in every lock, open all its dark chambers, and reveal all its secret workings.’30

Hugh found his historical studies undemanding, allowing him time to relax and enjoy himself. ‘I am leading a fairly sober life just now, getting frequently bottled but never drunk,’ he informed his brother in a typical communication; ‘but will be very tight on Friday night when I am going to such a blind as one doesn’t find more than once a year.’31 Hugh was now on friendly terms with several of the younger dons, including Freddie Ayer and Frank Pakenham. Early in 1935 he boasted in a letter to Pat, who had gone up to Cambridge to read medicine, that he had been lunching at The George with the famous Maurice Bowra, rated by Ayer as ‘by far the most influential don in the university’.32

A classicist, Bowra was an unequivocal admirer of the values he identified in Greek literature. According to Anthony Powell (a Balliol undergraduate in the mid-1920s), Bowra ‘openly praised the worship of Pleasure’.33 Though he revelled in malicious gossip, he would not tolerate criticism, and was savage to those whom he thought guilty of disloyalty. Bowra was admired especially for his bons mots, which caused generations of undergraduates to fall off their chairs laughing. His conversation could be bullying, even brutal, though it was rarely dull. A short, bullet-headed man, Bowra spoke rapidly, in a loud and resonant voice, which gave power to his witticisms. As a raconteur he was a welcome guest at the salons of hostesses like Margot Asquith, Ottoline Morrell and, latterly, Ann Fleming. He cultivated undergraduate followers, known as ‘Bowristas’: some of the most brilliant students of the inter-war years came into his orbit, including Noel Annan, Freddie Ayer, Isaiah Berlin, John Betjeman, Kenneth Clark, Cyril Connolly, Cecil Day-Lewis, Hugh Gaitskell, Stuart Hampshire, Osbert Lancaster, Anthony Powell, John Sparrow, Stephen Spender, Rex Warner, Evelyn Waugh and Henry Yorke (Henry Green).34 The ethos of Bowra’s ‘Immoral Front’ was homoerotic, like those of Mallarmé or Stefan George, though this was more a matter of style than practice. For most of his undergraduate acolytes, Oxford was an interim stage between single-sex boarding schools and adult heterosexuality. Bowra did not prey on young men, as Sparrow later did. Indeed, no one could be certain whether Bowra ever had sexual relations of any kind. Noel Annan later described Bowra as the Immoral Front’s ‘non-playing captain’.

Bowra preached freedom of thought and ‘not playing the hypocrite more than necessary’. He told a visiting Nazi that he looked forward to using his skull as an inkpot. Hugh was stimulated by Bowra’s often outrageous talk. He enthusiastically adopted Bowra’s vision of life as a struggle between the cultivated and the philistine, the gay and the drab.

In the same letter in which he mentioned lunching with Bowra, Hugh enthused to his brother about the essays and notebooks of Samuel Butler (published in two volumes in 1912 and 1934). Many years later he would describe Butler as ‘his earliest literary hero’, who had ‘loosened, refreshed, and redirected’ the ‘long-misused energies’ of his mind. Hugh first encountered Butler during his freshman year, in an anthology of prose and verse he had purchased with the money he had received from a school prize. This contained a passage from Butler’s novel Erewhon (1872), which inspired Hugh to read the whole book, and he had been so captivated by this witty satire of Victorian values that he had gone on to read everything else which Butler had written. Hugh particularly liked The Fair Haven (1873), ‘that splendid spoof which ruined his reputation’. Butler had originally published this book under a pseudonym, as if it were a sincere defence of religious orthodoxy in the form of a memoir. Though the whole work was meant ironically, some reviewers failed to see the point, and praised it for its piety and naturalness. They were therefore made to look foolish when Butler published a second edition under his own name, with an explanatory foreword. Reviewers and readers alike were wary of him thereafter.35

Listening to Bowra and reading Butler helped to liberate Hugh. Following Butler’s example, ‘I turned my back on the prim, traditional paths of classical learning’. Though he retained strong ethical views, for example in defence of elementary justice and intellectual freedom, he rejected orthodox morality – ‘social & sexual conventions, religion, and all the apparatus of God & Sin’. These, he decided, were merely ‘the systems people make out of their repressions’. They might make an interesting psychological study: ‘but when people attach importance to them, I don’t argue, I flee’.36

Butler wrote about a friend who, though rather a cad, was extrovert, genial, good-looking and carefree. In contrast, Butler felt himself to be crotchety and difficult, self-conscious and awkward. ‘Why am I not more like my friend?’ Butler had asked. When he read this passage Hugh experienced a shock of recognition. ‘That’s me,’ he said to himself; ‘that’s exactly how I feel. I’m Samuel Butler!’

In the spring vacation of 1935 Hugh went to Germany, to improve his fluency in the language. He had arranged to stay with a family in Freiburgim-Breisgau,* a medieval university town on the western edge of the Black Forest. It did not seem strange to him to be visiting Nazi Germany. Half the countries in Europe were ruled by unpleasant dictators of one sort or another; for a young Englishman with little interest in international politics, there seemed no reason to think Hitler particularly sinister. In 1936 John Stoye, another Christ Church undergraduate who became an historian, spent a vacation living with a Nazi family in Munich, without even noticing the political situation. Hitler was trying to woo the British, arguing that there was no need for ‘England’ and Germany to be enemies. Nazi zealots were encouraged to proselytise to visiting Britons about the new Germany.

Hugh experienced this even before he had arrived at his destination. En route to Freiburg he stopped at Bingen, to spend a day walking along the right bank of the Rhine (the left bank was still demilitarised, and until a few years before had been occupied by French troops). Pausing to examine a hideous monument to the Prussian triumph over the French in 1870, he was waylaid by two Germans, father and son, in ecstasies before this ‘splendid’ memorial to ‘a happy time’. The father proceeded to lecture Hugh about the virtues, the peaceful intentions and the greatness of the Führer. When at last Hugh felt able to resume his walk, they accompanied him, continuing in the same vein, rehearsing him in what he should say about Germany when he returned to England. Desperate, Hugh cast around for a means of escape. It took some time before he was able to give them the slip. This was a hazard that he would encounter whenever he ventured out alone. After an apparently innocent, friendly greeting, the ubiquitous Nazi proselytiser would soon warm to his theme. How do you find the new Germany? How eager Germany is to be understood in England! The peace-loving Führer is noble and virtuous. What will you say about Germany when you arrive back in England? And so on, in a seemingly unending stream …

In Freiburg Hugh lived with a widow, a cultivated lady who had a son of about the same age as Hugh, studying at the university. He was a keen Nazi and introduced Hugh to his young Nazi friends. His mother was more reserved. Hugh formed the impression that she looked down on the Nazis as crude and vulgar, as he did – though she supported the regime for want of a better alternative. On one occasion Hugh rashly referred to the persecution of the Jews. ‘Das ist refugieten quatsch,’ she snapped angrily – that is refugee nonsense.

Hugh was taken up by this group of young Nazi students and drawn into their world. Not having any other contacts, he went along with them. He was made to watch parades of marching Nazis carrying fluttering swastikas, and to hear harangues by Party bosses at rallies. Far from converting him to the merits of National Socialism, however, these experiences had the opposite effect. He was nauseated by what he witnessed, revolted by the inflammatory rhetoric and appalled by what he saw as the abject conformity of the German people. The final straw came when he was taken to a demonstration, part of a violent propaganda campaign throughout Germany against the government of Lithuania, which like many other countries in Central and Eastern Europe had a substantial minority of ethnic Germans. There a group of young Nazis had been convicted of treason, and four of them condemned to death. In Freiburg, Hugh stood among the baying crowd as a Nazi demagogue addressed them from the balcony of the town hall. ‘What is Lithuania?’ he screamed, and then spat out his answer: ‘A miserable little state which has no right to exist.’ The crowd roared its approval.

Disgusted by such bullying talk, Hugh decided to cut short his stay in Freiburg. He took his leave of his landlady, and headed for nearby Baden-Baden, an attractive spa town, with the added appeal of a casino. Hugh had never been inside a casino before and was intrigued to see what one was like. His father always seemed to be trying out new ‘systems’ for winning at the roulette tables or on the racecourses – without much success. Hugh was therefore dubious about such systems, but during a long country walk he had devised a complex one, to occupy his mind as much as anything else. On his arrival at Baden-Baden, he checked into a little hotel not far from the casino. That afternoon he took his place at the roulette table. At first he only watched, to ensure that he understood the rules. Then he started to play, applying his system, which proved unexpectedly successful. By the early evening he had accumulated a useful sum. He left the table and went back to his hotel for dinner. Afterwards he returned to the casino and resumed gambling, again applying the system he had devised. Again he kept on winning. By the time the casino was about to close he had a large pile of counters in front of him. It was worth, by his standards, a very large amount.* When the time came for the last spin of the roulette wheel, Hugh’s system showed that it was time for zero to turn up. He decided to risk all. One could double the maximum stake by placing the sum on each side of the table. This Hugh decided to do, betting on zero on both. He watched with feigned indifference as the wheel spun, and was agreeably surprised when the ball ended on zero. Hugh collected his winnings, tipped the croupier, and walked out of the casino with the air of a practised gambler.

This unexpected bonus presented a problem. Hugh was nearing the end of his stay in Germany. He knew that there were strict laws forbidding the export of currency, and harsh penalties for those caught doing so. He left Baden-Baden the next morning and spent a few days in Heidelberg contemplating what to do. The best course, he eventually decided, was to post the money back to England. He changed the money into high-denomination notes to reduce its bulk and crammed it into an envelope, which he addressed to himself at Oxford. He would wait until the last moment before posting it in Cologne, intending to be safely across the Belgian border if the package was opened and his ruse discovered.

Hugh spent some of his last day in Bonn, where he was due to change trains for Cologne. He planned to take a few hours to walk around the town. But he had barely left the station when he was once again pounced upon by another Nazi missionary. How do you find the new Germany? Et cetera … The man would not let Hugh interrupt, and promised to accompany him wherever he wanted to go. When Hugh attempted to escape, the man seized him by the shoulders and pinned him against the wall, while continuing his monologue. Hugh broke free, and made his escape. That was the last he saw of Bonn. He ran back to the station and caught an earlier train to Cologne, where he found a postbox, waited until the last collection had been made, and posted his package. Then he caught a night train across the border. In due course the package arrived unopened in Oxford.

Back in England, Hugh reflected on his experiences. He did not like the new Germany, which seemed full of Nazi ‘bores’, and warned Pat, who was contemplating a holiday in the Black Forest, against this peril.37 Hugh decided that he never wanted to visit Germany again. On the positive side, he had achieved a certain fluency in the language, which he had originally taken up, at least in part, in order to read Wilamowitz. But this too had proved a disappointment. Hugh had read Wilamowitz’s Sappho und Simonides in Freiburg, and found it ponderous and silly. It seemed to him that Wilamowitz had been overrated. He decided to waste no more time learning German.

At the end of the Trinity term 1935, Feiling’s report praised Hugh for some ‘distinguished work’, though he qualified this with the comment, ‘perhaps a little too lofty and independent of advice’. Hugh was now living in digs; Feiling commented that his pupil had been in ‘rather mediocre health this term’.

A letter to his father from Geoffrey Latimer, a pupil who shared tutorials with Hugh, gives a snapshot of him at this time. ‘Trevor-Roper is reputed by some to be the most brilliant brain in the college,’ wrote Latimer. ‘He’s got a first in Mods, and everyone says he will walk away with a first in history.’ Latimer described Hugh as ‘frightfully nice, ascetic looking, thin face and spectacles and an inveterate punter – he lost all his “safe bets” last week, he was telling me.’ The two of them always sat together for Masterman’s lectures in Christ Church Hall. Latimer took copious notes, but Hugh never wrote a word, just sketching horses’ heads throughout. Latimer cheerfully described the dispiriting experience of being Hugh’s tutorial partner. It was evident to him that Masterman was far more interested in what Hugh had to say, even when his star pupil had a hangover. When Latimer finished reading his essay, Masterman just murmured a vague ‘yes’, and then turned away to talk to Hugh.

One Saturday early in December, Hugh read what was described as ‘a provocative paper’ on the Romantic Poets to a college essay club.38 No record of its content survives, but the subject indicates the breadth of his interests. The following April an article appeared in the Oxford Magazine under the heading ‘Homer Unmasked!’ signed ‘H.R.T-R’. This piece skilfully combined two areas of Hugh’s expertise to prove his hypothesis that Homer was ‘a bookie’, analysing equestrian references in The Iliad. ‘Let there be no cavilling by fractious professors,’ he warned. Though this was an entertaining piece, Hugh was rash to publish it only a few weeks before Schools. One wonders whether he undertook it in answer to a drunken bet.

Towards the end of April, Hugh complained to Pat that his brain was ‘not very different from an over-ripe Gorgonzola’. He ascribed his state to ‘impending Schools, which even now hang before me like some dank, threatening cloud, while behind me lie a series of wasted years, like odious nightmares of the past’.39 Hugh sat the exams a few weeks later, and in due course, to nobody’s surprise, was awarded first-class honours.


4

Researcher

Immediately after taking Schools Hugh went to live on a Cotswold farm, to prepare for the examination for All Souls, due to take place at the beginning of the Michaelmas term. He stayed there alone, studying those topics he thought most likely to arise. On the appropriate day he presented himself for the exam, which included a general paper, a history paper and an oral. The arrangements for the oral examination struck him as odd. Among the Fellows of All Souls at the time were such grandees as Viscount Halifax, then Lord Privy Seal and Chancellor of Oxford University; Cosmo Lang, Archbishop of Canterbury; and Geoffrey Dawson, Editor of The Times. Though few of these had been involved in any kind of academic work for decades, and many of them had not sat an examination themselves for half a lifetime or more, they expected to play a part in the election of new Fellows. Hugh was nonplussed to find his viva conducted by the Home Secretary, Sir John Simon.

He was not elected. In fact he did not even make the shortlist of four. Perhaps his flippancy counted against him. In later life he could remember little about what he had written, though a passing reference in his diary for the following year provides a clue. In one of his papers he had referred to Rousseau’s Confessions – a book he had not read – as ‘a lucid journal of a life so utterly degraded that it has been a bestseller in France ever since’. (When he came to read the book six months later he would describe this judgement as ‘a trifle hard’).1 In their collective report on the seventeen candidates, the assistant examiners remarked that ‘Trevor-Roper has a good knowledge but is apt to spoil his effects by a display of cleverness and his work lacks grip’.2 These comments were made on behalf of all five assistant examiners, but they bear the stamp of the historian Llewellyn (E.L.) Woodward, an influential figure within All Souls in the 1930s. The two successful candidates that year were Stuart Hampshire (Balliol) and Dennis Routh (New). Hampshire would have a distinguished career as a philosopher; Routh a rather less glittering one as a civil servant. Routh had been at Winchester, a school which at the time provided more successful candidates to the college than any other, so the fact that he was a Wykehamist may have worked in his favour.*

The examiners conceded that this had been a ‘particularly strong’ year, and that in a weaker year, the college would have felt justified in electing one, or two, from the group of men who had failed to make the shortlist. The other unsuccessful candidates included Max Beloff* and the Arabic scholar Albert Hourani, who was later to become University Reader in Middle East history. Indeed, some of the most important living historians had failed to gain All Souls Fellowships: Lewis Namier, for example, who in 1911 had been deemed the most outstanding candidate intellectually, but whose ‘race’ (he was a Jew) had prevented his election.

In later life Hugh decided that this setback had worked in his favour. All Souls, he would argue, had often proved to be a graveyard of talent. Members of that very exclusive club led a privileged life; he might not have possessed the strength of character to resist its charms. At the time, of course, this rejection must have been a huge disappointment. It slammed the door on the career in the Diplomatic Service that Hugh had envisaged for himself. Moreover, it was the first failure in a life that until this moment had been crowned with success. Hugh’s subsequent references to ‘Ye Old Soles Club’ were noticeably sour (nor was he above the occasional jibe at Wykehamists). In honour of Routh’s achievement, he composed a sarcastic ditty, ‘Song on the Fatal Error of All Souls College’, which he recited as he passed the college one drunken evening to the accompaniment of loud blasts from a hunting-horn:


… But I’ll not care! With merry din

I’ll thank the Lord that I’m not in,

Nor can contract from Dennis Routh

Syphilis or foot-and-mouth …




A.L. Rowse, who had been elected a Fellow of All Souls on leaving Christ Church eleven years earlier, could seldom resist an opportunity to rub salt into the wound. Hugh’s papers, he told anyone who would listen, had been ‘very bad’. It was a pity that All Souls had abolished the tradition of ‘Founder’s Kin’, Rowse would continue, because Trevor-Roper would never get in any other way. In fact, Hugh might well have been more successful had he reapplied in either of the following two years, when the competition was less intense. He suffered a further rejection when he was unsuccessful in his application for a teaching Fellowship at Wadham.†

Before taking Schools Hugh had been offered (subject to obtaining an adequate degree) a University Senior Studentship,* an award which would provide him with a salary of £200 for a period of two years in order to undertake research leading to a thesis. This had been a fall-back position, on which he now fell back. Though it was a University rather than a college award, he was given the run of the Christ Church Senior Common Room. His original proposal was to study ‘The influence of the Puritan Revolution in determining the character and organisation of the Anglican Church’; in time, the focus of his interest would shift towards the years before the Revolution. David Ogg, a Fellow of New College who specialised in the seventeenth century, was helpful to Hugh at the start. In January 1937 Hugh visited the Public Record Office in Chancery Lane for the first time. He was not impressed: ‘dinge, incredible dinge, must, fust, and influenza germs’. The PRO, he decided, ‘is no place for a gentleman’.3 He had asked Feiling to act as his supervisor, who declined on the ground that he was insufficiently acquainted with the material, and Hugh had then tried Ogg; but instead he had been ensnared by ‘fluffy old Jenkins’.4

Canon Claude Jenkins, then in his sixtieth year, had been Regius Professor of Ecclesiastical History since 1934. He was an Oxford eccentric, who dressed in a low-crowned hat and antiquated clerical garb, collected cigar butts to smoke later, and surreptitiously pocketed fingers of toast from the breakfast table. Piles of books on both sides of the steps up to his rooms left only a narrow corridor for visitors to ascend, before they squeezed into a study so stuffed with books as to be almost impenetrable. Even the bath was filled with them. Jenkins’s mind was as chaotic as his rooms. He lectured all morning on the hour, each lecture commencing directly after the other. An alarm clock hanging from a string round his neck served as a prompt to change subject, though his few listeners (sometimes as few as one) found it hard to distinguish one lecture from another.

Hugh felt that Jenkins had been imposed on him. He resented being consigned to the care of this dotty old man, who became a focus for his developing anti-clericalism. Indeed one could regard Hugh’s thesis as an expression of this resentment, its arguments calculated to irritate his supervisor.

One result of Hugh’s failure to win an All Souls Fellowship was to accentuate an already noticeable anti-intellectual tendency in him. In the future there would be less work and more play, and more time devoted to the pursuit of pleasure, often in the company of carefree undergraduates, rather than serious men studying for higher degrees.

Hugh enjoyed many lively evenings with his friends, particularly at the Gridiron Club (‘The Grid’) above the Midland Bank on Carfax, where exuberant young men smashed glasses, upset tables, and snatched off tablecloths during the meal, with the inevitable results. As he was entering the Gridiron, Robert Blake, then an undergraduate at Magdalen and later to become one of Hugh’s closest allies in Oxford, narrowly escaped being hit by an empty magnum of champagne that Hugh had heedlessly tossed from an upstairs window. Often Hugh would drink himself into oblivion, carousing through the streets and quadrangles late into the night, so that he would wake up hung-over, with little recollection of what had happened the previous evening. Sometimes he would find that he had slept in a chair, or gone to bed with the light on, or still wearing his clothes. He ruined a pair of trousers climbing out of a friend’s rooms after the gate had been locked. Unlucky drinking companions might find themselves de-bagged, pushed downstairs in a mêlée, or dunked in Mercury. On several occasions Hugh would be fined by the college censors for such late-night misdemeanours.

He never became a member of the exclusive Bullingdon, the dining club limited to twenty blue-blooded members, though he was their guest on at least one occasion.5 He was, however, a member of Loder’s, another largely aristocratic club restricted to Christ Church men, most of them undergraduates but with the occasional don in attendance. Its President, Peter Wood, who subsequently became President of the Bullingdon, was a close friend of Hugh at the time. Loder’s had originally been founded (so it was said) for Bible reading on Sunday nights. This function had been superseded with the passage of time, replaced by wine and song. On Sunday evenings Wood led by example, circulating the room while hanging from the picture rail, singing all the while. These evenings culminated in a solemn ceremony, at which the most junior member present was timed while drinking cheap port from a silver cup known as ‘the Lady’, and taunted if he was too slow.6 Hugh conscientiously drank a Lady-full of champagne at a Loder’s dinner in November 1937, though he disliked doing so after drinking burgundy. ‘I take a low view of Loder’s,’ he noted afterwards in his diary. Hugh was also a member of the more secretive ‘P’ (the Pythic) club, for which both students and Students were eligible, by invitation only. In 1937 he organised the biannual ‘P’ dinner at the Café Royal.

This was almost entirely a male world, not dissimilar to the environment of a public school. The only women he encountered in Oxford were landladies, the mothers of friends, or the daughters of the elder dons. Back in Northumberland for the vacations, he met girls at evening parties or hunt balls, but he does not seem to have become involved with any of them. There is no record of any sexual activity. The type of girl he met socially was very unlikely to have gone to bed with a man unless married or at least engaged to him. He does not seem to have visited prostitutes. Several of the dons in his circle were homosexual; if Hugh did sleep with anybody, it was most likely to have been one of these.

He often travelled up to London for a night on the town, usually returning to Oxford on the last train back, the so-called ‘Flying Fornicator’. On several occasions he fell asleep in the carriage and had to be woken when the train was standing in Oxford station, to prevent his being carried on to Birmingham. On one boozy evening in London he wandered drunkenly around the Oxford and Cambridge Club, surprising the staff in the kitchens and servants’ quarters, and announcing to those members relaxing in each of the four sitting-rooms that the club was full of ‘bishops and other bores’. When riding on the Underground after a dinner in town he gallantly offered his seat to a female passenger, only to find himself, as he confessed in a letter to his brother, too drunk to stand.7

Hugh relished his epicurean existence. He portrayed himself as an eighteenth-century character, with the habits and hearty appetites of a country gentleman from the pre-industrial age. He began writing a diary, which he inscribed ‘The Journal of H.R. Trevor-Roper (gent.)’. A night of copious alcohol and much merriment would be described as ‘an old-fashioned evening’. Alongside Homer, his other favourite author, he decided, was the fox-hunting squire R.S. Surtees.8 Occasionally the two sides of Hugh were uncomfortably juxtaposed. Over a jolly lunch he and a friend laughed heartily at the sort of people who took rubbings of old brasses in country churches; the very next day found him on his knees in a parish church, taking a brass rubbing.9

One of Hugh’s young friends, who would play an important part later in his life, was Earl Haig, known to his friends as Dawyck,* and owner of Bemersyde, a castle near Melrose that Hugh had noticed on his walking tour in 1932. Haig had inherited the title from his father, the Field Marshal, when he was only nine. Four years younger than Hugh, Haig had been educated at Stowe and had come up to Christ Church in the autumn of 1936; the following May he would be one of the pages of honour to King George VI at his coronation.† To be the son of such a famous father was a daunting legacy. At the time of his death in 1928 Field Marshal Haig was a national hero, regarded as The Man Who Had Won the War. The body of the former Commander-in-Chief had lain in state for several days as long queues of mourners filed past, before being taken on a gun carriage to Westminster Abbey in a solemn funeral cortège, escorted by the most senior surviving generals from the First World War, including Marshals Foch and Pétain from France. After them followed the Prince of Wales and three of his brothers, leading a vast concourse of slow-moving men. But at the end of the 1920s attitudes to the war had undergone a revolution; what had so recently seemed a glorious victory became perceived as a tragic waste. Only a year or so after his father’s death Dawyck Haig found himself tormented by his fellow schoolboys, as the son of a military leader whose tactics had caused unnecessary slaughter on a horrifying scale.

In mid-January 1937 Hugh settled into new digs at No. 59 St John Street. Two nights later, as he stood at the front door fumbling for his key, he heard his next-door neighbour urging a parting guest, ‘Remember, except ye become as a little child – a little child, mind you – ye cannot be saved.’ Hugh was appalled. ‘Have I fallen among Buchmanites?’ he asked in his diary. ‘Good Lord deliver us!’

Frank Buchman was an evangelical American preacher who some years before had founded the ‘Oxford Group’, a virulently anti-Communist Christian crusade. (In the late 1930s it became known, topically, as ‘Moral Re-Armament’.) Though the Oxford Group was a misnomer in the sense that it had no particular connection with the city, it attracted devotees in Oxford as elsewhere. The 1930s was a decade of religious revival, which witnessed a strong Roman Catholic resurgence; in England alone there were some 12,000 Catholic converts each year.10 Catholic proselytisers targeted the young of the ruling classes, whom they saw as the leaders of the future. Their newly built Oxford headquarters, the Jesuit college Campion Hall, was conveniently located alongside Pembroke, just across the road from Christ Church. The Jesuits had already identified one potential Christ Church convert in Frank Pakenham, the unworldly son of an Irish peer, who, so Hugh rather unkindly liked to say, had turned from Canterbury to Rome after being hit on the head by a Blackshirt – just as some years earlier he was said to have become a socialist after falling from his horse onto his head during a New College ‘grind’ (point-to-point). It was the other way around in Pakenham’s memoirs: he had become a socialist after being beaten up by Blackshirts, and became a Catholic only later. Pakenham’s conversion to Catholicism was orchestrated by the fascinating Father Martin D’Arcy, Master of Campion Hall. It was said that Pakenham pledged to Father D’Arcy to enlist a trio of sinners, all Christ Church men: Freddie Ayer, the 2nd Earl Birkenhead* (another Freddie), and Hugh Trevor-Roper. If so, he was unsuccessful with all three.

D’Arcy was receiving into the Church a stream of prominent converts, including the novelist Evelyn Waugh, who had ‘gone over’ to Rome in 1930, in a period of personal uncertainty and distress. D’Arcy’s success, and that of his colleagues, alarmed those who regarded the Catholic Church with suspicion. For centuries, English Catholics had been depicted as potential traitors, owing their allegiance to a foreign Pope, and by extension to menacing Catholic powers like France or Spain. ‘Mary’s Dowry’ had delivered the nation into the arms of the enemy; since her time the English had been vigilant to avoid being ruled by a Catholic monarch. The national story was one of Protestant freedom and prosperity, contrasting with Catholic tyranny and backwardness. The Church of England was identified with the nation, its structure intertwined with the institutions of the state. Its very insipidness provided reassurance. Those who clung to the Old Religion seemed stubborn, or worse, fanatical. Though the threat of a Catholic coup had dwindled in the eighteenth century, and the laws discriminating against Catholics had been repealed in the nineteenth, English Catholics remained outside the Establishment, tolerated but not entirely trusted. Catholics still prayed for the conversion of England.

D’Arcy had studied philosophy and ran seminars on Aquinas for Christ Church undergraduates; Waugh described the mesmerising combination of his ‘El Greco looks’ and ‘fine, slippery mind’.11 To Patrick O’Donovan, later foreign correspondent for The Observer and columnist for the Catholic Herald, D’Arcy was ‘the epitome of all that was brilliant or dangerous within the Roman Church, of all that was sensitive or guileful among the Jesuits’. Pakenham’s wife Elizabeth, herself a Catholic convert, also thought D’Arcy dangerous: ‘his elegant figure, dark wavy hair, aristocratic features, intent eyes and air of subtle sophistication immediately made me think of Mephistopheles’.12

Early in 1937 Hugh seems to have been susceptible. He attended Church of England services almost every Sunday, and dined several times at Campion Hall, where the guest nights had a reputation for brilliant conversation.13 Father D’Arcy was charming and amusing; and there was delicious food, fine wine, plenty of port and stimulating company. At a more profound level, Catholicism – like Communism – offered a comprehensive belief system that compelled unconditional surrender to its tenets. Each offered an end to doubt, a comfortable refuge among the Faithful. Perhaps the absence of Hugh’s mentor Maurice Bowra, who was spending the academic year in Harvard, created a vacuum. Bowra described organised religion as ‘marvellous rot’, to be respected but not taken seriously. He was deeply suspicious of Catholicism; Rome was ‘a haven for those who feel a natural aversion to thought’.14

One evening Hugh dined in Campion Hall with his friend Peter Wood: among the others present was Sir Edwin Lutyens, the architect who had designed the new Campion Hall to D’Arcy’s commission. Lutyens was ‘very tight, sometimes funny, sometimes just rude’. Father D’Arcy gave them a tour of the college’s art collection of Murillos, Donatellos and Titians – known to some as the objets d’Arcy. On the way home afterwards Hugh admitted that he admired the Jesuits, but still distrusted them. Wood remarked forcefully that he would far rather dine with the Jesuits than Nonconformists. Hugh agreed that dining with Nonconformists was a contradiction in terms.

Peter Wood was the second son of Lord Halifax, owner of extensive estates in the North of England. Like his father, Wood was passionate about hunting, becoming Master of the Christ Church beagles; and like both his father and grandfather (who had led a campaign for reunification of the Christian Churches), he was High Church in his beliefs. At the beginning of one Hilary term, after Hugh had spent the vacation as usual with his parents in Alnwick, he and Wood motored down from the North together, Hugh driving Wood’s dilapidated car while Wood himself followed in a van full of hounds. They had spent the previous night at Garrowby, the Halifax house on the edge of the Yorkshire Wolds. Hugh had slept in Golgotha, a guest bedroom equipped with a comfortable four-poster bed and a fire burning hospitably in the grate. On the wall at the foot of the bed was a square niche, concealed by miniature curtains; Hugh opened these to find a human skull, a grisly reminder of mortality.

Wood took Hugh to Pusey House – founded in the nineteenth century as an Anglo-Catholic centre by a canon of Christ Church who had been a leading figure in the Oxford Movement – to hear a sermon preached by the Bishop of Bradford, the man who two months earlier had precipitated the Abdication Crisis by denouncing (in coded terms) the King’s liaison with Mrs Simpson. Hugh was impressed by the Bishop’s sermon, though he found the High Church ritual hard to stomach. As for the congregation, he thought them ‘a drab lot’. He was not surprised that they sought beauty external to themselves. ‘They might have come, all in a bunch, straight from the Bodleian.’15

Hugh’s flirtation with Catholicism (and indeed Christianity) ended suddenly, for no obvious reason – unless there is a clue in a letter from Freddie Birkenhead, written half a lifetime later, in which he refers to having ‘narrowly escaped rape’ at D’Arcy’s hands.16 In a notebook entry written during the war Hugh described a moment of revelation as he walked around Christ Church Meadow one afternoon. ‘I suddenly realised the undoubted truth that metaphysics are metaphysical, and having no premises to connect them to this world, need not detain us while we are denizens of it. And at once, like a balloon that has no moorings, I saw the whole metaphysical world rise and vanish out of sight in the upper air; where it rightly belongs; and I have neither seen it, nor felt its absence, since.’*17

Theology disappeared with metaphysics, and was to trouble Hugh no more. On another walk around the Meadow in mid-April, he listed to a friend those whom he would willingly consign to a great auto-da-fé to illuminate the Meadow on Coronation Night, then only weeks away: all the Jesuits in Oxford, Dundas, Longden and the Archbishop of Canterbury. Early in May, during yet another walk around the Meadow, he shocked Peter Wood by telling him that he had scrapped all his previous High Church views, ‘together with all the foundations on which such views must necessarily rest – original sin, divinity of Christ, and suchlike mumbo-jumbo’. Though still attending the occasional church service, he now did so in ‘a spirit of critical amusement’. Visiting a country church to examine the medieval tombs, he was embarrassed when his companion fell to his knees in prayer. Subsequently he entertained himself by concocting blasphemies. At the inauguration of a new Bishop of Oxford later in the year, Hugh was amazed by the large number of clergymen in attendance, whom he described in his diary as ‘parasites on the credulity of the mob’, paid to repeat ‘a lot of hocus-pocus which no one believes in’. Hugh annotated an earlier diary entry, recounting one of his conversations with a Jesuit priest, to emphasise the reversal in his opinions. ‘One ought to change one’s furniture at regular intervals,’ he reflected; ‘the furniture of one’s mind too. Or else, of course, to have no furniture, which saves a lot of trouble.’18

In a notebook entry written a few years later Hugh linked his rejection of theology with the beginning of his interest in the economic basis of history, which would form the philosophical underpinning for his historical writing over the next two decades.19 It is tempting to speculate that he exchanged one faith for another, Catholicism for Communism. But this would be too neat. Though Hugh’s thinking was certainly Marxisant in the 1930s, so was that of almost every other young historian, indeed of most young intellectuals. It is hard to explain Hugh’s brief dalliance with Catholicism, except as part of his search for an identity. In this period of his life he tried on many different hats until he found one that suited. For example, he joined the freemasons, an odd affiliation for someone so sceptical of ‘flummery’. In due course he became embarrassed about ‘this Masonic mumbo-jumbo’, concerned that his Masonic paraphernalia might be discovered were he to have an accident and his room be cleared.20 Late one night he stuffed his apron, square and compasses, and all other vestiges of his Masonic existence into a suitcase, and dropped it over a bridge into the river.

Hugh claimed to Pat that he was trying to ‘canalise his frivolity and anticlericalism’ into an article, in order to keep both out of his thesis. This article seems to have been a satirical one entitled ‘The Recall to Religion’:* a reference to an evangelical campaign initiated by the Archbishop of Canterbury, who in a radio broadcast called the nation to a renewed faith after the coronation of George VI in 1937. Hugh showed his article to several of his friends, one of whom thought it partook ‘a little too much of the sledge-hammer, and too little of the rapier’. It was obviously provocative, because he was advised to submit it to publishers anonymously. Apparently it was never published. In any case, Hugh failed in his attempts to keep his opinions out of his thesis. This had now coalesced into a biographical study of William Laud, Archbishop of Canterbury in the reign of Charles I, who had been impeached by Parliament and executed in 1645. It puzzled Hugh that any man could go to the block for his religious beliefs, and he set about trying to understand how this had happened.

Laud’s record within Oxford reinforced his reputation as a narrow-minded disciplinarian. He had been first a Fellow and later President of St John’s, and then Chancellor of Oxford University. In this capacity he had extended and clarified the powers of the Chancellor, including his right to examine the religious conformity of every University member. Laud had also revived and strengthened the University’s traditional requirements on discipline, residence and teaching. The Laudian Code, which remained in force until 1854, imposed strict controls on the conduct of undergraduates, and even afterwards provided the basis for the rules excluding them from pubs. ‘I have come to the conclusion that Archbishop Laud was an interfering old bugger,’ Hugh wrote to Pat, adding that his supervisor disagreed.21

Hugh’s remarks on Laud echoed Macaulay’s, who expressed his contempt for Laud as a ‘ridiculous old bigot’. The great Whig historian had seen Laud as the embodiment of autocratic clerical governance, unthinking support for monarchical absolutism, and High Church narrowness. But in the Victorian period Laud had become a cult figure to the Oxford Movement, his works being reverently republished in the Library of Anglo-Catholic Theology. In his biography Hugh would portray Laud as a man of limited understanding, increasingly out of his depth. Those who had written about Laud in the past, he claimed, had generally been one of two types: High Anglican clergymen concerned to puff Laud, or doughty dissenters determined to slate him. ‘Laud’s clerical biographers,’ he wrote, ‘since they approach him on their knees, are naturally unable to see very far.’ Hugh depicted the modern Church satirically, as having withdrawn from the ‘rough-and-tumble’ of political life: it was ‘an unmolested cipher, neither loved nor hated, and approached with the decent, if meaningless, reverence allowed to the dead. Churchmen sometimes looked back wistfully to her great days and, drawing a mistaken inference, said that the world had been religious then, when really it was that religion had been secular; and laymen, judging the religion of the past from that of the present, thought it incomprehensible that men could have been driven to revolution in defence of a set of implausible conjectures.’22

‘Old Jenkins has just written a letter of protest against my thesis (the high-church old humbug),’ Hugh recorded in his diary; apparently Jenkins had accused him of ‘trailing your coat provocatively’,* and ‘deliberately setting out to make the examiners angry’. Jenkins was useless, even to the point of agreeing, without consulting Hugh, to supervise another research student on the same subject. Hugh made unsuccessful attempts to engineer a transfer, and when these failed, decided to do without a supervisor altogether.23 He augmented his salary by teaching four hours a week at Balliol during the Trinity term 1937, for a fee of £36.24 On 9 June he entertained the brightest of his Balliol pupils, Rodney Hilton, to lunch at ‘The Grid’. Hilton was a grammar school boy, active in the Labour Club and a member of the Communist Party, a Marxist who would subsequently make a successful career as a historian of medieval England. ‘I liked him,’ wrote Hugh in his diary; ‘we had plenty of conversation. He is an economic historian, & – I think – rather Labour: but no philistine in the matter of food or conversation, & we found plenty of subjects on which to agree & in which to find amusement.’

During the same term Hugh learned from Masterman that he had been nominated and accepted to cover for Patrick Gordon Walker, while the latter was away on sabbatical. He was offered a salary of £300 a year, a dining allowance, and use of Gordon Walker’s rooms in Killcanon. This was a tempting offer. But Hugh had another iron in the fire: Merton had created a Junior Research Fellowship in history, to begin in the academic year 1937–8 and to run for three years. The appointment would be made at the beginning of the Michaelmas term. Such Research Fellowships offered a route into an academic career. Hugh decided to apply.

Oxford feeling was strongly in support of the Spanish Republican government in its civil war with the Nationalist rebels, led by General Franco and aided by ‘volunteer’ legions from fascist Italy and Germany. Hugh shared in the unease about the aggressive policies being pursued by Hitler and Mussolini. In February he had heard an after-dinner talk by Alfred Duff Cooper, the Secretary of State for War (and the official biographer of Field Marshal Haig), on the need for extensive military training. The Government was beginning a programme of rearmament in response to the worsening international situation, though conscription remained anathema. Duff Cooper’s talk prompted an uncharacteristically sombre response from Hugh. ‘He spoke well and with conviction,’ Hugh noted in his diary. ‘What is needed is not originality – which amuses and is then forgotten – but sameness repeated with such emphasis as will ensure effect.’

In the early summer of 1937 he attended a week-long OTC camp at Tidworth on Salisbury Plain with an undergraduate friend, Kenneth Swann. It seems to have been a high-spirited occasion, with plenty of hospitality on offer. On the penultimate evening they were guests of the Gunners at Larkhill. ‘Kenneth and I found a knot of dingy infantry sergeants talking shop after dinner, exuding ignorance and officiousness, scarcely anthropoid. The temptation was too great, and seizing a soda-water fountain I squirted it into their midst. A riot ensued, and Kenneth and I were set upon by troops of infuriated sub-humans, who very nearly succeeded in de-bagging us: but we escaped with great subtlety under the tent-flaps & let the tent down on our baffled adversaries.’25

One evening towards the end of the Trinity term 1937 the physicist Professor Lindemann invited Hugh back to his rooms for further discussion after they had dined together in the Christ Church Senior Common Room. A vegetarian and a teetotaller, Lindemann was a bachelor of private means, rich enough to afford a full-time servant who combined the roles of butler, valet, secretary and chauffeur. He had calculated mathematically how to recover an aircraft from a spin – until then almost inevitably fatal to the pilot – demonstrating the effectiveness of his theory by deliberately inducing a spin in a plane he was flying himself. This dramatic coup captured the imagination of Winston Churchill, of whom ‘The Prof’ became a close ally and confidant. Though himself of German origin, Lindemann was profoundly suspicious of German militarism. He expressed himself forcefully, without tact, bulldozing aside opponents in discussion, believing himself to be a realist surrounded by fools, while others thought him incorrigibly ultra-conservative. ‘You cannot hunt with the tiger,’ Lindemann would say, impatient with what he saw as the woolly thinking of Labour and Liberal politicians, who saw no inconsistency in arguing for a firm line against the fascist dictators while simultaneously advocating disarmament. Hugh enjoyed talking with the Prof, though he thought his views outrageous, and was repelled by his ‘dogmatic illiberalism’. After spending the evening with Lindemann Hugh realised that his host believed him to be more conservative in his opinions than he really was, ‘and so is welcoming me with open arms, as an offset to all these young socialist dons!’26

Back in Northumberland for the summer, Hugh set aside his research into Archbishop Laud to concentrate on a new work, which he first called ‘Paradise Reformed’ and then ‘Fr. Loligo’. No trace of this survives, and it is impossible to be certain what it was, but it may have been a novel,* possibly influenced by Samuel Butler’s Erewhon. Hugh offered it to several publishers, all of whom turned it down. One night he dreamed of seeing a copy of the printed book in the window of Blackwell’s bookshop, ‘with the most pungent of its epigrams exposed on the yellow jacket as a blurb’. He had written the book under trying conditions: constantly chivvied and badgered by his disapproving mother, who repeatedly went into his room to read disjointed bits of the manuscript which she could not understand. In his diary he recorded her unhelpful criticisms: ‘I am wasting my time writing stuff which no one will ever want to read, & why do I do it, & why don’t I stop, & why haven’t I more sense …?’27
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