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It would be idle to imagine why Mr Razumov has left this record behind him. It is inconceivable that he should have wished any human eye to see it. A mysterious impulse of human nature comes into play here. Putting aside Samuel Pepys, who has forced this way the door of immortality, innumerable people, criminals, saints, philosophers, young girls, statesmen, and simple imbeciles, have kept self-revealing records from vanity no doubt, but also from other more inscrutable motives. There must be a wonderful soothing power in mere words since so many men have used them for self-communion. Being myself a quiet individual, I take it that what all men are really after is some form or perhaps only some formula of peace.


The Narrator, Under Western Eyes by Joseph Conrad



 

 

CONSTABLE

First published in Great Britain in 2015 by Constable

Copyright © William Waldegrave, 2015

The moral right of the author has been asserted.

All rights reserved.

No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition including this condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.

Extract from ‘The Hollow Men’ taken from The Complete Poems and Plays © T.S. Eliot/Faber and Faber Ltd, and reprinted by permission of Faber and Faber Ltd.

A CIP catalogue record for this book

is available from the British Library.

ISBN 978-1-47211-975-9 (Royal hardback)

ISBN: 978-1-47211-976-6 (ebook)

Constable

is an imprint of

Constable & Robinson Ltd

100 Victoria Embankment

London EC4Y 0DY

An Hachette UK Company

www.hachette.co.uk

www.constablerobinson.com



 


 


 


For Caroline, Katie, Liza, Jamie and Harriet.
With all my love.





Acknowledgements


Douglas Hurd encouraged me to get going on this book. Alan Petty and Stuart Proffitt were responsible for encouraging me further. They both read drafts and made many improvements, as did Victoria Rothschild Gray. So also did my daughters, Katie and Harriet. Christopher Sinclair-Stevenson, my agent, confounded my natural pessimism about the result by finding Andreas Campomar of Constable as a publisher. Andreas turned his skilful eye on a manuscript which gained further from such experienced attention, as it did also from the work of my editor, Philip Parr. If the result counts as a book, it is mostly because of all this help. No one would have been capable of suggesting any improvements had Carolyn Raeside not turned the original pile of incoherent manuscript pages, in my illegible handwriting, into typescript; and if my assistant Sue Cruickshank had not then shepherded the result on its way.


The practical love with which my wife Caroline has supported me during this project, and helped me to avoid at least some mistakes and misjudgements, is merely a small example of the way in which she has underpinned my life, and the life of our family, for the last thirty-seven years. Plato thought that beauty and goodness were inextricably intermingled. In Caroline’s case, he was undoubtedly right.





Preface



I thought, ‘This is where I want to be. Here in this cockpit, at the centre of this maelstrom. I would rather be here, with my future hanging on the decisions of Quentin Davies and Rupert Allason, on whether David Trimble is offered the bribe he wants by John Major, than be ordinary, unknown. I would rather be here, looking up at Caroline’s brave, pale face in the gallery – every seat packed, standing room only for the press, their Lordships squeezed in tight.’


Looking back, I think that was probably a little bit mad. Does a heroin addict feel like that? Knowing everything he knows about what will follow?


The vote at the end of the debate on the Scott Inquiry was won by a majority of one. I think Mr Allason voted for me; Mr Davies did not; the prime minister offered no bribe to David Trimble and the Unionists voted against. My much secretly rehearsed personal statement of resignation was not delivered. I was anxious whether in the uproar the Speaker would have allowed me to deliver it then and there at 10.15 p.m. Probably not. Instead, we went, Caroline and I, to the celebration, to thank Alastair Goodlad and his people in the Whips’ Office. There I saw how peripheral I was now to be: a saved minister rescued by his colleagues; but never again to be on an upswing.


Yet still the addiction. In a car, a ministerial car, going down Whitehall, I thought, ‘How can these people, walking on the pavement, live? How can they find anything of interest, since they do not do what I do? Their lives must be shadowy, dull, have nothing compared to this insider life of ministries, secrets, parliaments, flags, interpreters, crises, fear, fame (of a sort); of being somebody.’


Already, by then, I was on the downswing – lucky still to be in that car, owing survival to loyalty and friends stronger than myself. But still I thought like that.


This account is not meant to be a narrative memoir. It is not, as was perhaps my duty dishonourably to record, the stolen inside version of what Ted Heath was like from his former private secretary. Nor a vigorous defence of – nor even a mea culpa about – the poll tax. Nor really an examination of the arms to Iraq scandal and Sir Richard Scott’s subsequent inquiry. Nor ‘Finally – the True Story of the Fall of Thatcher’. It is not false modesty to think that an account of my career is not justified; or at least, that I do not want to write it if it is. I want to have a go at answering the question you sometimes hear the journalist ask, advancing microphone in hand on the disaster victim: ‘What did it feel like?’


There is authority for this kind of enterprise from a former fellow of my college, G. M. Young. He wrote that historians like himself needed to know not only what happened, but ‘what people felt about it when it was happening’. Or, as the great literary critic Frank Kermode wrote, the autobiographer must try to describe ‘the weather . . . the private weather’.


Any account of the weather of my life must start with an account of what it was like to be brought up in the strange old way in which I was brought up; then it must go on to describe what it was like to be an ambitious young Conservative politician in the seventies and eighties; to witness the fall of Heath, and the triumph and fall of Thatcher; to arrive at the end of one kind of English culture and observe the high point and the beginning of the long decline of Anglo-American, Americo-Anglian hegemony. On the surface, my life might seem to represent an extraordinary cycle of continuity. I still live at Chewton Mendip, the village in the Mendip Hills where I was born. I still hear the self-same church bells as I did in my childhood. I preside over the school I myself attended, where the boys still wear the same old antique uniform, and I host good dinners for senior boys just as my predecessor, Sir Claude Aurelius Elliott (who seemed of immeasurable age), once did for me. In 2014 there is even an Etonian prime minister, just as there was fifty years ago, when I launched my ultimately doomed attempt to precede him. Everything seems the same; but in reality, everything is completely different. It is perhaps the particular skill of the British to do the opposite to a snake. A snake changes its skin but remains the same inside; we keep the skin, but the body changes.


Another excuse for this undertaking is that I seem to have inherited the knack my family has exhibited for eight centuries or so – we always seem to stand quite close to great events in English history without ever achieving greatness ourselves. According to President Mitterrand’s foreign minister Roland Dumas (who did, admittedly, end up in jail), I am a member of the family that fought with Guillaume. We were Sheriffs of London in King John’s time; we were at Agincourt and Towton Moor and the Field of the Cloth of Gold; one of us was third (not first) Speaker of the House and another was chancellor of the Duchy (not Lord Chancellor) under Queen Mary. We were close to James II (and married a Churchill daughter of his); but then closer to George II (and asked by him to form a government, but failed to do so). We were at Minden, Yorktown (where a young Waldegrave, as senior ADC, accompanied General O’Hara when he handed over Cornwallis’s sword to the Americans), St Vincent and Waterloo (where the Waldegrave feared the presence on the edge of the battlefield of his irate mother, who was determined to stop her son marrying his mistress, more than he did the French). We were in the Sikh wars and at the Alma, and we had a small role in the 1910 constitutional crisis. We descend from James II and Robert Walpole and connect to Gladstone’s wife. I have continued the family tradition by serving Heath, Thatcher and Major; never, truth be told, a member of that journalistic genus the ‘big beasts of the jungle’, although around for quite a long time.


My pride is therefore like my family pride. It rests on longevity and survival, not on sending heroes to Valhalla, let alone on arriving in that alarming place myself. Nevertheless, I would like to have heard the gossip from some of those forebears. What was Sir Richard Waldegrave’s friend Geoffrey Chaucer really like? What colour was the dragon, with crested head and teeth like a saw, against which his son, another Sir Richard, rode out in 1405 near Bures in Suffolk? And did it breathe fire like Mrs Thatcher? After meeting either, the younger Sir Richard’s experience at Agincourt would have seemed tame. Were these Richards, father and son, really, as my mother suggested, the very parfit gentle knight and his son of the Canterbury Tales? Chaucer dresses the son in our family colours, and the father had fought with the Teutonic knights in Russia and at the taking of Alexandria in 1365, just as the elder Richard Waldegrave had done. One can dream.


I would like to know more about the rumours of disgraceful goings-on involving a Waldegrave in the house of the young Mary Tudor, and ask Henry Waldegrave why on earth his father-in-law, King James II, played his cards so stupidly. I would like to have known what it felt like to walk, like Johnny Waldegrave, at the head of an infantry regiment straight towards the French cavalry at Minden.


I am grateful when there is a flash of direct light from the past, some intimate picture in a letter or diary, and a whole landscape is illuminated for a moment in the imagination of we who read it later. Horace Walpole writes about James, 2nd Earl Waldegrave being a delightful man, but very dirty. No sooner was he awarded the Garter than its blue ribbon ‘has got fifty spots’.


My great-great-grandfather – a half-pay admiral for many years before at last assuming command of a seventy-four-gun ship, HMS Revenge, at the siege of Acre in 1840 – writes about his anxiety over whether he will be brave under fire. He worries whether the causes he ardently supports – namely, the Pastoral Aid Society, the Church Missionary Society and the Sailors’ Home – will suffer if he proves to be ‘bold at the table of the Committee, but a coward in battle’. Fortunately, as it turns out, ‘it is otherwise, God be praised’. In fact, he sat calmly in an armchair under an umbrella on his quarter deck while directing his ship. A Marine drummer boy standing near by, waiting for orders, was killed.


The old admiral’s son, dying, writes after the Battle of the Alma, ‘My dear father, I am on my back in the hospital at Scutari, with a compound fracture of my left thigh, and several other wounds, one of which is through the palm of my right hand, so that I am unable to hold a pen.’ He was brave all right, bayoneted through the hand as he stooped to raise his regiment’s fallen colour as the British advanced through the river that ran across the battlefield.


I am grateful for these intimacies. Perhaps others might be for mine, less heroic though they are. If I would like to have heard more from Sir Richard about Chaucer, or from Sir Edward about Mary Tudor, it seems lazy not to attempt sketches of those I have encountered. There are the politicians – Macmillan, Heath, Thatcher, Major. There are Berlin and Rothschild, Weinstock and Pinter, Gray and O’Brian. I shook hands with Mao Zedong and discussed the Emperor Vespasian’s taxes with Nelson Mandela. I cannot describe the sensation of walking across a battlefield or of facing a dragon, but I can try to explain what it feels like to be consumed by political ambition, and describe how it shaped my life, both on the way up and on the way down.


There is also, of course, a more selfish reason for writing this book. As I get older, it seems that peace of mind may be most often found among contemporaries who have mastered a craft, and left examples of their craftsmanship. If there are rules and disciplines, and one has fulfilled them, perhaps one has achieved all that can be achieved. Happiness may not be something to pursue directly; perhaps it is a side-effect of working hard at something to the best of one’s ability. Even then, the relationship between achievement and happiness is not automatic. The titans themselves often struggle on Gerard Manley Hopkins’s precipices of the mind:


Cliffs of fall,


Frightful, sheer, no-man-fathomed.


The most titanic of them all, Winston Churchill, struggled to keep his ‘black dog’ at bay. At my junior level, I sometimes suffer from anxiety and gloom, just as my father did. (My children once gave me Eeyore’s Little Book of Gloom for my birthday. Then, forgetful, they also gave it me for Christmas, thereby confirming that great philosopher’s, and my own, view of things.)


So, putting these three things together – the possible value of an account of the weather of my part of my times; a respect for and envy of those who make things; and, finally, Conrad’s hint of a formula for peace – I offer my justification for ignoring my favourite Old Testament character, the Preacher in the Book of Ecclesiastes. ‘Of making many books there is no end,’ he complains in Chapter 12. It is rash to ignore the Preacher’s warning, but I have done so.


This is not, however, the book I planned to write. Let me tell you what you are missing. When I was aged about fifteen, a schoolmaster told us to write out our life’s ambitions. Does everyone from that Eton division remember theirs as clearly as I remember mine?


•   Foreign secretary in Iain Macleod’s administration.


•   Swept to power as prime minister after touring the country in a red, white and blue Rolls-Royce.


•   A hero for reversing the plan to demolish Trafalgar Square and replace it with office blocks.


•   And finally, after many years of triumph, a graceful retirement from politics to produce the definitive translation of Thucydides.


This is not the definitive translation of Thucydides.


Later, I decided I would write the English Leopard. How the ancient families and the social contract with their equally ancient people faded away like ghosts as the fat little representatives of the Thatcherite Risorgimento sent their ancient relics to Christie’s and threw their moth-eaten dog pelts from high windows designed by Lord Rogers.


Alas, this is not the English Leopard either.


Sir Alec Douglas-Home’s memoir, The Way the Wind Blows, described by Rab Butler as a book about fishing, and Rab’s own slim book, The Art of the Possible, which was mostly written to mock Harold Macmillan’s many self-regarding tomes, would be marks at which I would like to aim. But the one had great simplicity and the other extraordinary complexity, so that is a high ambition. Sir Jock Colville’s beautiful sketches of Churchill and others, Footprints in Time, is an exemplar even more difficult to match. The nearest modern model might be Ferdinand Mount’s elegant, self-deprecating memoir Cold Cream, although no amount of modesty on his part can disguise the importance of his account of how, in 1982, he wrote the central document of Thatcherism from which all subsequent British policy, including that of subsequent Labour administrations, has flowed. Arguably the most interesting and frankest modern political memoir is the oddest of the lot – Tony Blair’s A Journey. But then, like all successful prime ministers, he is both odd and interesting, although he has not always been seen as frank.


The spirit I would really like to conjure to protect me on my way is not Alastair Campbell or Tony Benn, admirably and single-mindedly working to transmit themselves to a cowering posterity, but the gentlest and quirkiest spirit of English comedy, Laurence Sterne. Sterne’s view is that most things happen – or do not happen – by mistake, and that the best way to deal with the inexplicable chaos of the world is to enjoy its absurdities when you can, while noticing that the people the world says are the most absurd are often, like Uncle Toby and Corporal Trim, the best and the happiest.


So, I would like to ask my wife’s double-great-uncle, Montague Rhodes James – who knew how to slide a terrible, feather-light, sinewy fiend into the very same darkened College study in which I now sit – to conjure instead for me the amiable ghost of Laurence Sterne to peer over my shoulder and stand sentry against self-importance.


With all this, Madam – and what confounded every thing as much on the other hand, my uncle Toby had that unparalleled modesty of nature I once told you of, and which, by the bye, stood eternal sentry upon his feelings, that you might as soon— But where am I going? These reflections crowd in upon me ten pages at least too soon and take up that time which I ought to bestow upon facts.


I started this preface at the lowest point of all. There I was, at the centre of a completely foul national scandal, which left many sensible people pretty sure that I had tried to send innocent people to jail for arming Saddam Hussein, in accordance with secret government policy, and then disowned the agents of that policy when they were caught. And yet I was thinking (while Mr Davies and Mr Allason pondered my fate), ‘There is nowhere I would rather be.’ Pretty rum.


How did that narcotic get into my system? How could it get into anyone’s system? Which narcotic was it? Who were the pushers? How might we ensure that our children do not buy from them, too?


Or, as the young local journalist would start, having established (more or less) the spelling of one’s name: ‘Why did you go into politics in the first place?’





CHAPTER ONE



Foundations


The central, fundamental festival of the year was Christmas. Christmas Day was also my mother’s birthday: a double family festival of infinite power in a big family. (There was even a double day of build-up, as my sister Anne’s birthday is Christmas Eve.) On the top floor, where my bedroom was, next to those of my brother and Anne, we would be woken by the shoot of coal into the vast Esse cooking range far below. The coal would have been brought in by Seward Heal or Reg Middle for Mrs Emmett, the cook (or, in later years, for Bessie Speed, her successor). Next there was a clatter as the milk churn was delivered from one of the farms to the back door. By then, all of the Waldegrave children would be in our parents’ huge bedroom, clutching our stockings.


A breakfast of porridge and eggs was eaten in the dining room, decorated like the rest of the house with paper chains we had laboriously made ourselves. (Today, I make my family do the same.) In the drawing room stood a huge Christmas tree, with battered old cardboard Father Christmases around the base and precious coloured glass balls and candles – never electric lights – on the branches. After breakfast, Chewton Church and the magic of the extra last verse of ‘O Come All Ye Faithful’ – reserved for Christmas Day only. The Reverend Kenneth Latter, who wore a watch-chain and had private means, took the service. My father, himself the son of a Church of England vicar and brought up in a parsonage, had inherited his estate sideways, from his invalid first cousin. He took the selection of vicars for the livings he controlled with the utmost seriousness; church music and the liturgy were central to him. It was no accident that Mr Latter was not given to long sermons.


The presents had all been laid out on chairs in the drawing room. Whose pile was the biggest? Some we opened before Church; most after. Then we paid a visit to the farm manager Tommy Thompson and his family at Manor Farm, at the bottom of the drive: sweet sherry in his old oak-panelled parlour.


Lunch would be a huge turkey followed by curtains drawn for the Christmas pudding, brought in by Bessie not much assisted by my father. The flames were never quite satisfactory, in spite of all the theories about how to light them (‘heat the brandy first’, ‘put sugar in it’). Champagne, for the only time in the year, was allowed with the pudding. Bessie would return for the toasts before leaving to join her own family and repeat the whole meal for them. In the afternoon there would be a bonfire of such torn wrapping paper as my mother had not managed to salvage for next year, and a walk for everyone, including the schnauzer dog, up on high Mendip – All Eights or Nine Barrows on North Hill.


In the evening carol singers, or sometimes handbell ringers, with my father complicating matters by taking over the piano in the drawing room. The Christmas tree candles would be lit and the village (or that considerable part of it we employed) summoned for presents, distributed by my brother and me – socks for Reg and Seward. Then there was just time for one last present for each of us: always the Eagle Annual for me – almost the best present of all – with complete new Dan Dare, Luck of the Legion and Jeff Arnold stories.


It was a celebration of family, of community, of hierarchy, of the social contract. Good manners, perhaps, made the village go along with it; as well as loyalty to my parents. I believe my mother and father were genuinely respected as fair and concerned employers and landlords, although there must have been some resentment, jealousy and anti-Waldegrave sentiment. However, I never felt such resentment myself, or received anything other than kindness and courtesy.


I am – was – the youngest of seven children, by six years. When I was two, my brother went away to prep school and I became rather solitary. I did not go to primary school. I had a governess whom I loved, Val Ross. She was central to my life. She had been – the romance of it! – in the WRAF in the war. Her aunt was Mirabel Topham, who owned the Grand National course at Aintree; her brother was fighting communists in Malaya. Martin Howarth, son of the principal of the long-gone Wells Theological College, was her only other pupil. He lived in the Rib, a very ancient house built between the flying buttresses at the east end of Wells Cathedral. I lived in Chewton House. Chewton was my brother’s name. Waldegrave was my name, and everyone else’s name, and the name of the pubs in the three neighbouring villages. I did not know any children in the village, or any children at all during term time, except for Martin.


We were not great Whiggish aristocrats with tens of thousands of acres and property in London. We were proud of our old Ford V-8 Shooting Brake, our Standard Vanguards and later our Ford Zephyrs. But we were the top dogs of our little world: from Priddy to Litton and across to Ston Easton, then up to Green Ore and across high Mendip to where the line of Bronze Age barrows straddles North Hill. There were yellow printed luggage labels on our suitcases and school trunks which read ‘Waldegrave’ in large letters, and underneath ‘Chewton Mendip’. That was enough for Pickfords, delivering from Bath Spa or from the freight station at Hallatrow, ‘passenger luggage in advance’. We had a name and a place.


Chewton Mendip, with its magnificent church tower, was at its centre, the great majority of cottages painted in the estate colour of dark green, the farms tenanted by substantial farmers. There was a policeman, PC Casey, to whom I offered Rowntree’s fruit gums when I met him; a district nurse in her bungalow; the St Johns in the post office and bakery, the source of incomparable mince pies and sweets from glass jars weighed into paper bags; a Co-op; Mrs Cornelius’s shop, useful for buying bicycle tyre-repair kits; the pub, with our coat of arms swinging on the sign above the door; the school; and the filling station, which we owned for a time and where I worked during the school holidays to earn some extra pocket money. (Super was 4/9 a gallon, so I often got a 3d tip.) Dr Hughes visited in his Rover 90 and handed out Allen & Hanburys blackcurrant pastilles. Friars Balsam and a Sun-Ray lamp tackled colds. At Clark’s shoe shop in Wells we examined the bones in our toes through the X-ray machine to see if our sandals fitted. We occupied the front two rows in St Mary Magdalene Church, Chewton Mendip – my parents and we two boys in front; our five sisters in the second row. We never set foot in the Waldegrave Arms, whether in Chewton, Harptree or Radstock.


In the school room, with its smoking fireplace, Val taught me until I went away to preparatory school, aged eight. (Even on that day – the worst day of her life, my mother later told me – there was still magic and family security. The Great Western steam engine that pulled the train was 5057 The Earl Waldegrave, Castle Class.) In the school room, or in my own room on the top floor, I would pore over books, often alone, counting the days to the return of my brother. At a concert in the village hall we sang Victorian songs: ‘Boney Was a Warrior’ and ‘Stand by to reckon up your battleships: ten, twenty, thirty, there they go’. But there was dissonance. Why were they breaking up HMS Vanguard, Britain’s last battleship? Why did the Comet crash?


The social hierarchy of an estate like ours was in three layers. Below my parents came the big tenant farmers: Speed, Duddon, Bishop, Oakes, Green, Bartlett and the others – all substantial businessmen themselves, with their own employees. There they sit, photographed for the tenants’ lunch held in honour of my brother’s twenty-first birthday in 1961, confident and formidable. Tommy Thompson, who managed the in-hand farms for us, was equally an independent and respected professional. Under him were cowmen, shepherds, farm labourers, and my favourite Tim Allen, farm mechanic, an expert welder who could mend a broken bike. Then came the separate estate staff, commanded by Mr Purnell, the master of works, who wore a waistcoat and a bowler hat, his foreman Edgar Salvidge and his staff, among them the beloved Charlie Ford and the youngster, Melv, who fifty years later, still works for my brother.


The estate yard was a treasure house of nails and screws and tools and wood from which we made huts. Joe Keen from Tyneside was the forester, with his own yard with its alluring but dangerous circular saw. In the Keeper’s Cottage was Aubrey Eyles. Most important of all to me were those who worked in the house: Win Whitfield, Judy Ford, Eva Thomas, Mary Keen, and Mrs Emmett or Bessie in the kitchen. Meanwhile, Seward and Reg grew enormous quantities of vegetables in the kitchen garden: artichokes, asparagus and melons in the frame; strawberries, raspberries and gooseberries in the fruit cage, out of which I spent much time shepherding foolish thrushes. For a time, there were even orchids in hot houses behind the garages, which I wore in my buttonhole when I was in Pop at Eton. Elevenses, when I was a young child, were a ceremony: everyone working inside the house and in the garden would gather for tea in mugs, with me on a high stool, around the marble-topped kitchen table.


Aside from Christmas, the other central festival, at least so far as I was concerned, was my birthday, which fell in the middle of the summer holidays: 15 August. When, much later, we went on holiday to hot Catholic countries, I found that quite properly all the local inhabitants set off fireworks in celebration of my birthday. Everyone knew about it; everyone gave me presents. But Mediterranean holidays were in the future: Scotland was where we went in the early summers, every summer, when I was a child. Occasionally to my aunt Frances’s family in Argyll, where my cousin, Robert Campbell Preston, sang a song in his Scots voice about the regiments of Scotland:


A Gordon for me, a Gordon for me


If you’re nae a Gordon you’re no use to me.


The Black Watch are braw, the Seaforth are maw,


But the cocky wee Gordons are the pride of them aw.


But above all, summer after summer, we took the sleeper to Fort William, then the local train to Acharacle, and then on to the Curlew launch commanded by John the boatman across the water to Margot Howard de Walden’s Eilean Shona in Loch Moidart. Others would be there – Lindsays, Heathcoat Amorys, Davidoff-Orloffs, Seymours – but they were Other and I hid behind my tribe.


There was the ruined Castle Tioram on its island, and Shona Beag, and dangerous Ardnamurchan Point, where the fishermen drowned when their boat went down, and the great heavy horse which pulled the timber down to the puffer, which took it away. And there were frightening gobbling turkeys behind the house, and huge rhubarb plants (which were really gunnera), and always an immense wooden jigsaw puzzle from which I would steal a piece so that I had the honour of putting it in last, and no one minded as I was the youngest. Ivor Newton, quite famous as a concert pianist, played the grand piano in the drawing room. We played canasta and I timidly sailed my small boat which was called Canasta too, while my brother was allowed to play with the big German-made tin battleship which, if you put gunpowder in its guns, puffed white smoke. And lobster pots, and the day we (not really me – I was always too young) hauled up a conger eel. And John the boatman playing ‘The Road to the Isles’ on his pipes on the lawn outside the dining-room windows in the dusk of the last evening.


Similarly perfect islands have followed in sequence throughout my life. After Shona, Colonsay, home of my first and most glamorous brother-in-law, Euan Howard. His ancestor had built the Canadian Pacific Railway and then bought two beautiful islands – Colonsay, with its fine gardens and house, and Oronsay, with its incomparable early Celtic Christian remains. There were small lochs stocked with brown trout; a great flock of Canada geese winging in over the house in the evening; and a herd of very smelly goats that we firmly believed were descendants of survivors from the Spanish Armada. The last monoglot Gaelic speaker had died not many years before. Again there was a magical journey – a MacBrayne steamer with two funnels, the Lochfyne, from Greenock on the Clyde to Tarbert Loch Fyne; then a bus with wooden slats for seats; then by her sister ship with only one funnel, the Lochiel, from West Loch Tarbert to Port Askaig on Islay; an overnight stay, then across to Colonsay and the sometimes perilous disembarkation into one of Euan’s boats – no pier then. His telephone number was Colonsay 1. Ginger cake and drop scones for tea; huge picnics at Kiloran Bay or Balnahard. It was not just the place-names that were poetry.


Next came the Greek islands, every bit as good in reality when I saw them for the first time as they had been in my dreams.


Part of the happiness of my childhood lay in the sheer beauty of the places where so much of it was spent.


There were pluses and minuses about the youngest-of-seven business. On the one hand, I was there: the only post-war child. One of the special places in my mother’s love was reserved for me. On the other, when did I first hear someone suggest, ‘You have guarded your king’? I was a fallback position; a hedge, we would now say.


Conversation flowed over my head and left me always pretending that I too got the joke. In a taxi – I can locate it – passing by Buckingham Palace, my late-teenage sisters were discussing some suitor or other: ‘What an idiot he was! He said it was one of Beethoven’s best violin concertos!’ I had no idea what was wrong with the poor sap’s remark, but then and there I silently vowed never to allow myself to be in a situation where I could be humiliated like the poor young suitor. Head down over the years ahead, at three in the morning ploughing through Greek texts, or trying to understand the theory of relativity, or reading Nabokov or Sartre or Aristotle, I tried to equip myself to avoid humiliation.


Always straining to keep up makes you compete for attention, and it makes you work hard. I wrote a regular newspaper on my Imperial ‘Good Companion’ portable typewriter when I was four or five; it was full of energy, politics and stories (mostly science fiction). I strained at books with vocabulary far beyond my understanding. I thought there was nothing that could not be known. I was taken to the first great Picasso exhibition; sat in Malcolm Sargent’s box at the Albert Hall with A. P. Herbert of the party while Sargent conducted Elgar’s 2nd Symphony, and I had a waking vision of immortal heroes receding through the ages, the latest Peter Collins, killed at the Nürburgring just after I had seen him win at Silverstone in his Ferrari Dino 246. I had been at Farnborough six years earlier, a day before the beautiful DH.110 crashed. (Unperturbed, we still went every year.)


Everything was worth discovering. As far as I was concerned, there were none of the two cultures C. P. Snow described later: engines and Cubism and poetry and battles were all equally important in my mind. You had to be equipped not to be squashed by a sister in all sorts of unexpected fields. I knew in my heart of hearts that I could keep up; but I also knew that keeping up was hard work.


I was often alone, because all of my elder siblings were either away at school or grown up. Once morning lessons with Val and Martin were over, I would play by myself, perhaps bowling a cricket ball at a stump, collecting it, then bowling it again. I would hear waves of applause: ‘Waldegrave has taken the tenth wicket! The crowd is on its feet.’ I would say to myself, ‘If I don’t hit the centre stump in the next three balls, I will not be prime minister . . . Oh, all right, four balls.’ Cheering crowds again: Prime Minister Waldegrave, cheers; General Waldegrave, cheers; the whole world cheering me. I see now that it was all a bit lonely; but I did not think so then.


Or I am playing with my Britains lead soldiers – Lancers, Horse Artillery, Hussars, a set of First World War infantry in gas masks – or with the American wind-up tank with rubber tracks which puffed white chalk powder from its gun barrel. Or with my racing cars, Dinky, Solido, Corgi – Vanwalls always in pole position after the great Moss–Brooks victory at Aintree in 1957, but also beautiful Lancias with their outboard fuel tanks, Maseratis, Gordinis, Alfas, Ferraris, Mercedes, Talbot-Lagos, HWMs, the V16 BRM, and the Le Mans-winning Jaguar and Aston Martin sports cars. I have them still, rather battered.


My childhood had a recurring colour: red. The colour of the cover of the Eagle Annual under the Christmas tree; of my fire engine which pumped real water; of Muffin the Mule’s saddle; of my collapsible canvas Canadian canoe and little Canasta up in Scotland; of the tunics of my Britains guardsmen; of my family’s red and silver shield; of Alfa Romeos, Ferraris, Lancias and Maseratis; of the neat diamond birth-mark I have on my left wrist, which I convinced myself was a magical sign of Stuart blood.


If it was raining (as it often is on the Mendips), I would lie on the floor and read the usual Edwardian imperial stories (Jock of the Bushveld, G. A. Henty, Rider Haggard, Susannah of the Mounties) or pore over the beautiful Canadian epic, Paddle to the Sea. (My mother had brought it back from Quebec, where, much against her will, she had taken a crowd of children – hers and others – following the defeatist advice of her elder brothers in 1940. She had returned two years later, fearing Germans less than the Canadian winter, and ashamed of deserting Britain.) Other favourites were Biggles, of course, Just William, Arthur Ransome (especially Great Northern), Tintin (much better in even half-understood French than in the later, lamentable English translations), the American Illustrated Classics in strip-cartoon form (the best was Wells’s War of the Worlds, even though the American artist could not draw British Army uniforms), Puck of Pook’s Hill, and The Jungle Book – Kipling’s original version, with the vicious mob of the Bandar-Log monkeys destroyed, in one of the most terrifying scenes in children’s literature, by the ruthless hypnotic power of Kaa, the great python. (The sentimental Disney version is a travesty I will never entirely forgive.)


But I also read more precociously: Stevenson, Conan Doyle, especially the Professor Challenger stories (When the World Screamed gave me nightmares), Macaulay, E. Nesbit; Greek myths; beautiful Victorian and Edwardian illustrated books of insects and birds kept in the dark corridor outside my father’s study; books of exploration; old, bound editions of Punch with their wonderful du Maurier and Partridge cartoons; war memoirs – anything I could find and even half understand.


Some things were absent. My mother banned Enid Blyton on stylistic grounds. More interestingly, she disliked C. S. Lewis’s Narnia stories: she thought you should get Christianity straight, not dressed up with talking animals. She approved of The Screwtape Letters, Out of the Silent Planet, Perelandra and That Hideous Strength (another book which gave me nightmares), though. Later, I kicked up a storm about censorship. Someone had taken my copy of Lolita and I demanded my human rights. ‘Have you looked behind your bedside table where your books usually fall?’ my mother wondered. It was, annoyingly, there. Her advice on love and sex was delivered through books with themes more pertinent than Nabokov’s. She did not preach, but asked me to consider the avoidance of hurt, the danger of the misuse of power in unequal relationships, the reality of love. The Death of the Heart by Elizabeth Bowen was one text; Margaret Kennedy’s The Constant Nymph and Laurence Whistler’s The Initials in the Heart were others.


I had a recurring nightmare: abstract, a representation of pure despair and impossibility, which continued intermittently until my early twenties and then disappeared. There is a gene that carries depression in my father’s family and I am not immune to it. In him, gloom could become explosive anger, and that anger was often cruel; his skill with words could leave wounds that hurt for years. On the upswing, his charm and humour were entirely disarming; outsiders never saw the black side. Our mother, with equal intelligence and a far steadier discipline of mind, protected us from most of the damage and taught me that the black rages were more like an illness. I accepted this: when we sang the verse which begins ‘Praise him for his grace and favour/To our fathers in distress’ from Henry Lyte’s great hymn ‘Praise my Soul the King of Heaven’, I would think of my father; and I still do.


He had a genius for seeing too many sides to any question, and an eloquence with which he drove himself to distraction over the simplest decisions. At the time of the Coronation, which my father and mother attended in their robes, my thirteen-year-old brother – who also participated, as a page – kept a rather brilliant short diary. It provides an account of the discussion at Chewton House about whether, on the drive to London, it would be wise to stop for a picnic. What if there was no suitable stopping point? What if it rained? Why not stop at a pub instead? And so on, back and forth. The many changes of plan imparted to Mrs Emmett led her to remark, ‘His lordship will never hang himself,’ which became a family saying. The outcome was that a picnic was taken, but Mrs Emmett, by then completely bemused, packed an uncooked chicken.


Conversations between my father and mother (who normally, quietly, made the decisions) were very like those between Tristram Shandy’s parents. For example, on the matter of whether Tristram should be put into breeches:


We should begin to think, Mrs Shandy, of putting this boy into breeches.


We should so, said my mother.


We defer it, my dear, quoth my father, shamefully.


I think we do, Mr Shandy, said my mother.


Not but the child looks extremely well, said my father, in his vest and tunics.


He does look very well in them, replied my mother.


And for that reason it would be almost a sin, added my father, to take him out of ’em.


It would so, said my mother.


But indeed he is growing a very tall lad, rejoined my father.


And so on for the whole of glorious Chapter 18 in Volume VI.


There were many discussions like that at Chewton House, with my father’s indecision often leading to explosions of frustrated rage which caused us all to flee to safe corners while my poor mother took the brunt and ensured that life quietly continued, as did their marriage, built on foundations stronger than could be damaged by such passing squalls, in the end for sixty-five years, until they both died within a few months of each other.


Among the stories my mother read to us (The Unlucky Family by Mrs Henry de la Pasture, a true neglected classic, was another favourite), she used the old English fairy story, The Three Sillies, as a warning against our father’s excessive anxiety, although the story did not quite inoculate me against the same disease. A pretty girl, engaged to a fine young man, is asked by her mother to go to the cellar to draw beer for the family. She notices an old axe, stuck for years safely in a beam, and becomes paralysed with panic in case – if she should marry the young man, and they should have a son – the axe should one day fall on his head. ‘I will not marry you,’ says the young man, ‘unless I can find three people sillier than you.’ He then goes out into the world to look for them . . . and finds them, of course.


Loneliness and shyness also produced some good, clear thoughts. In my narrow first room, opposite my parents’ huge bedroom where we all met on Christmas Morning, and where the ceiling once fell in (no one hurt), I used to pick the wallpaper off the wall with my nails, thoughtfully. I was ill there with measles, and the great paediatrician Beryl Corner visited me. (Twenty-five or so years later she reminded me of this when I, by now Conservative candidate for the Bristol, West, Constituency, canvassed her on her doorstep. I trotted out my spiel. ‘The last time I saw you, you were five and had measles,’ she said.)


When I was lying not very well in that bedroom, where the tremendous peal of Chewton Church’s nine bells, very loud on that side of the house, filled me with inexplicable sadness, I found an odd thing. No one could know what my thoughts were. No one could know, if I chose to worship Poseidon, Zeus, or Athene, rather than another god. The sense of the discovery of freedom stays with me still.


Aged six, that first freedom swung me like a pebble from a sling towards Honour Moderations and Literae Humaniores at Oxford via my unwritten translation of Thucydides. It could, I guess, have been the Song of Roland, or nuclear physics, depending on what I had found on the shelves: my romanticism would have fled down any rich path. As it was, it was the glory that was Greece and the grandeur that was Rome: Leonidas in the pass and Horatius on the bridge. The ancient world was full of heroes: men whose fame derived not from their submission to the will of the implacable God of Abraham and Moses, but from the style in which they went to meet death, if necessary, out of pride and to seek glory. In Greece, I thought, Job would have fought God to protect his family and his honour and joined Prometheus as a defeated hero. To worship your torturer rather than fight him seemed all wrong. Not that the Greek gods were always kind: how could they be, when they were just ourselves writ large? But you had some idea how to keep in with them, and you could make them laugh. I pored over The Greek Way by Edith Hamilton, given me when I was ten by the author’s fellow Bryn Mawr alumna, Rosemond Tuve, the fine American scholar of Spenser and George Herbert and a friend of my mother from Somerville, who was a regular visitor to Chewton. Now that I look again at Hamilton’s book, much of it must have been above my head; but I remain certain that children who want to learn should be given books that they have to struggle to understand. If they cannot puzzle out everything, they imagine their own version. At least, I suspect I did that.


Something else was laid down as a useful deposit in my mind by this absorption, then and later, in the classical world. I am heterosexual, but if your myths are primarily the myths of classical Greece, you become used to the idea that Zeus, King of the Gods, falls for Ganymede as much as for Leda or Europa. This must help to inoculate you against homophobia better than an education grounded solely in all those comminatory books beloved by Christians, Jews and Muslims. It inoculated me, at any rate. It is odd to think of the passionate contradictions those Victorian churchmen must have felt, knowing every word of Plato’s Symposium in the Greek, but going along with laws derived from the savagery of Leviticus, whose Aramaic they could read just as fluently.


The richness of my imaginary world was the product of benign solitude. I was surrounded by love, stability and security in a house full of books, with the epic myth of the Second World War all around me. In the foreground was an enormous, competitive and clamorous family, the great majority of them female. The youngest of the sisters, Sue, was more than seven years older than me; Sally, the eldest, was eight years older than Sue. I kept a league table of them and nominated a Sister of the Week. It was something of a precursor of John Major’s Citizens’ Charter. Unsurprisingly, teenage female concerns dominated my childhood. There were long periods sitting in the car outside the dressmaker in Bath; there were permanent waves and curling tongs as they tried to make their hair as curly as mine is naturally; there was the distant drama of the Season and presentation at Court (it went on until 1958); there were the mysteries of Queen Charlotte’s Ball; there were boyfriends who sometimes fell, satisfyingly, into the mistake of imagining that half-a-crown or even a brown ten-shilling note might persuade me to champion their cause; plus marriages (two sisters married aged nineteen, as my mother had done) and uniforms for me as a pageboy. I have three daughters myself: they are strong women and close to each other, but their intimacy has been built on plenty of past arguments (though their brother joins in much more vigorously than I ever dared to do). My sisters were no less powerful, and there were five of them. The atmosphere was rarely contemplative.


It was perhaps natural that the youngest sibling – a boy in this female world, silent and shy – should begin to dream of ways of getting himself noticed. And what better way than by becoming the most famous person in the world, applauded by all? Then I would get a word in, surely? I would be general, prime minister, explorer, sporting hero, all rolled into one, universally popular, acclaimed even by my sisters. I kept that dream deeply secret, of course. I knew I had no skill with that cricket ball. In fact, I hardly dared open my mouth amid the crossfire of my sisters’ arguments. But, as Disraeli (of course, another hero later) said in his much-ridiculed maiden speech, ‘You will listen one day.’ At least, that was the plan.


Another part of the culture of the time fed in some early, half understood but glamorous targets to aim for: the distant rumours of the great Victorian and Edwardian prizes. My consciousness of them derived from my mother’s background, which was far different from my father’s. There was no vicarage upbringing for her. Her father, Arthur Morton Grenfell, twice a millionaire, twice bankrupt, was a spectacular Edwardian and interwar entrepreneur. The rise and fall of his fortunes could be tracked by establishing where my mother and her siblings were born: some in Roehampton House, on the walls of which hung splendid pictures, including a Titian now in the Frick Collection in New York; others in cheaper places like St Leonards on Sea. His family – his brother the VC, his cousin the war poet, his kin the Grenfell of Morgan Grenfell – were imperial businessmen and public servants. His greatest pride was reserved for the fact that he had played at Lords in the Eton XI of 1892, and we went to the match every year, sitting on his coach inside which I disguised my boredom by pulling up and down the windows with the leather straps – just as it was my job to do when the train from Bath reached the Box Tunnel, to keep out the smuts.


Her mother was from even more spectacular stock: Hilda Lyttelton was related to half the intellectual and governmental elite of Victorian and Edwardian England. Sir Edward Grey was my mother’s godfather, and she won a scholarship from the relatively new St Paul’s Girls’ School to Somerville, Oxford. She left before taking a degree to marry my father; she was perhaps an academic manqué and made herself a considerable amateur historian in later life.* In short, from all those Lytteltons and Grenfells came the fame of glittering prizes.


My uncle, Harry Grenfell, early on gave me lives to read and to emulate: F. E. Smith’s by his son; Keynes’s by Roy Harrod. I heard from that side of the family of distant glories: of firsts in Greats, of All Souls prize fellowships, of presidencies of the Oxford Union, of the Newcastle Prize at Eton, of brilliant repartee and public glory, of VCs and governorships, of triumphs in the House. F. E., Lord Randolph Churchill, Dizzy, Gladstone, Chatham, Pitt, Nelson, Churchill: these were the names, scarcely more real than the Homeric heroes, to emulate.


There was curiously little ideology attached to these glittering prizewinners. You did Greats because it carried most prestige, not because you wanted to be the next Wilamowitz. F. E.’s repartee was the best, and Lord Randolph’s invective; it was not for their views on Ireland or fiscal reform that you loved them. It was a culture of competition, pure and simple – of winning, of life as sport, with a podium finish the only thing that mattered and the top spot all that could be admitted as a possibility.


I now think it is a poor model for life. The pious biographies by their sons did not tell us of F. E.’s alcoholism or Lord Randolph’s syphilis. It was a poorer ethic, I now think, (though I did not then, nor for many years) than that provided by the gentle social conservatism of the Chewton Estate and my father’s rectory upbringing. The tension between the two has remained with me all my life, and it was there from the very beginning: quiet continuity represented by the unchanging rituals of Chewton, and public service as duty, not for fame; or a life lived for the applause won by buccaneering heroes who bestride shattered worlds? Hence, perhaps, my recurrent later political schizophrenia: Heath or Thatcher? Enoch Powell or Quintin Hogg? Conservative or radical?


[image: Illustration]


There was rather little music at Chewton: Music While You Work on the Light Programme or the theme tune to Mrs Dale’s Diary; my father playing hymns on the three-pedal Sohmer grand piano, or Gilbert and Sullivan, or Salad Days, or even strumming the ukulele he had brought back from America. But that was not my private music. I had three tunes and they had to be rationed, only thought about on special occasions, for example, when I had my lead soldiers out. One from a film, of course: The Dam Busters. One from Beethoven’s Fifth: the obvious movement. And finally, Tannhäuser. Where did I get these? There was no record player in the house until my brother bought one and played West Side Story. ‘Sounds like a car accident,’ said my cultured and beautiful sister Elizabeth. ‘Gee, Officer Krupke’ became an anthem for my brother and myself nonetheless, alongside our other private theme tune: the ‘Appassionata’ Sonata by Beethoven, played by – and only by – Sviatoslav Richter.


My threshold of competence at music is very low. I think this is lucky. I am deeply moved by even poor performances: it is as if I have a pre-memory of what the composer intends, never mind how many wrong notes are played. When I first heard the choir at Pinewood, my preparatory school, sing a descant alongside our normal unison I thought for a second or two that angels had joined us. And it was not a particularly good choir. I am very easy to transport, and am therefore the despair of proper musical critics. So, the performances in my head then and now were and are anything but perfect, but they do the transportation job well enough for me.


The same is true of poetry. I have some block in my mind that prevents me recalling, word for word, more than a few lines from any poem that moves me, no matter how often I try to learn it by heart. During the Scott Inquiry I learned a poem a day from Field Marshal Wavell’s anthology Other Men’s Flowers in a bid to block out the pain – just as I had learned ‘saying lessons’ every week at school between the ages of eight and sixteen. I can recall none of them now, but I can move myself by taking myself in my imagination to a poem. I remember how it moved me, and why, even though I am unable to call to mind the actual words. Is this normal? It is certainly very annoying. I am not deprived of ‘Frost at Midnight’ or ‘Felix Randal the Farrier’ or ‘The Whitsun Weddings’ or the snow on Soracte, but I cannot write them down or recite them: not then, not now. Nonetheless, they are all in there, somewhere, as is the music I cannot play.


When I was eight, we took to skiing holidays in Champéry in the Valais, where there was a single téléphérique and two ski-lifts. Solitary again (my brother much faster), I sang ‘Hang Down Your Head Tom Dooley’ and ‘The Rock Island Line’ after (some way after) Lonnie Donegan, and – on the last day – ‘Aux revoir Planachaux, au revoir Champéry’ to the tune of ‘I Know that my Redeemer Liveth’. What a cacophony it must have been.


Champéry was our other regular holiday destination, alongside Shona, imparting a wonderful steady rhythm to the year. We took a chalet, the Chalet des Frênes. A horse-drawn sleigh took us there from the station. There were cattle wintering under the farmers’ houses. Skiing down the road from Planachaux, one would follow a farmer standing on the front of his huge wooden sleigh laden with the sweet-smelling hay he was bringing down from the snow-covered barns on the high pastures – our ski slopes – to feed his animals. We ate raclette and fondue, and I was allowed to drink white wine as my mother adhered to a benign doctrine that cooked cheese plus water led to disaster. There were more than twelve Swiss francs to the pound.


I had objected to the first visit to Champéry as it was abroad and I disapproved of change. (I refused, for quite some time, to sit on the new dining-room chairs at home, interposing a newspaper between my bottom and the alien fabric as a protest.) As soon as we got to Champéry I was found to have chickenpox, which I thought proved my point. My mother went to the chemist for medicine but made a mistake in her normally impeccable French (she spoke even better Austrian-accented German). Her child had petite verole, she said, rather than petite verole volante; an alarmed villager thought that Madame la Comtesse had brought smallpox to the Valais.


A couple of years later, fiddling with the chalet’s ancient radio, we heard that Anthony Eden had resigned. Suez was inexplicable. A British defeat? An American betrayal? At Pinewood, there was a custom – a good custom – that one boy had to listen to the BBC news on the Home Service and summarise it for the morning assembly. Before the holiday, I had proudly reported the names of the RAF aircraft – Canberras and Hunters, intimately familiar from my Dinky and Airfix models – that were destroying the Egyptian Air Force. But now it was all muddle and confusion and retreat, not like ‘The War’, the real war, whose glorious shadow was the background to everything.





 


 


* I have often relied in this book on her meticulous unpublished family history.





CHAPTER TWO



Heroes


Not far away in actual time, but immeasurably distant in my childhood time, was that real war. My sisters’ boyfriends, and later their husbands, had flown in Halifaxes, commanded torpedo boats, and fought at Anzio; my uncles and cousins had been captured at Dunkirk, blown to pieces at Kohima, fought as Chindits in Burma, battled their way up Italy, gone down with HMS Penelope. Many years later, playing our regular game of bridge with my uncle Harry Grenfell and brother-in-law Dukey Hussey, my wife and I contributed four legs. Harry and Dukey had one between them.


I could recognise the imperial growl of a Merlin engine, but our world of de Havilland Vampires, Hawker Hunters and independent India, and we New Elizabethans who inhabited it, were as distant from the Battle of Britain as Telemachus was from Troy. In the woodlands, there were mysterious, bramble-covered, concrete structures left over like Cyclopean masonry from a heroic age that was already, only a decade later, infinitely remote. The great long railway shed at Swindon still had its zigzag camouflage. Abandoned pillboxes defended every coastal bay, every railway junction, and looked out westwards from the escarpment of the Mendips, in case the Germans decided to come the same way as William of Orange in 1688. Every metal object left by the tide on the shore at Burnham-on-Sea or Weston-Super-Mare might be a mine. High fences surrounded government mysteries which were not in those days centres of public suspicion, but places where, in red-brick utility buildings, heroes had built the secret machines that had destroyed Hitler. From similar places my television hero Professor Quatermass saved the planet from alien gunge (which was all the BBC special-effects department could manage), but he was the successor of the men who had invented radar and designed the Spitfire. Of course, we did not know yet about Bletchley Park. We knew that my brother’s godfather, Admiral Somerville, had helped to sink the Bismarck; we did not know that his son, John, was the deputy director of something called GCHQ. We did, however, have a family friend who was a member of that brilliant and often eccentric cadre of inventors who demonstrated that a little intellectual anarchy was no bad thing when it came to lethal ingenuity: Colonel Stewart Blacker, he of the 1933 Westland bi-plane flight over Mount Everest, inventor of the Blacker Bombard, the Piat gun, and the deadly anti-submarine weapon Hedgehog, which played no small part in winning the Battle of the Atlantic. Visiting his house, with its twenty-five-pounder outside the door and trees scarred from his explosive experiments, was like visiting a very English version of Vulcan’s forge, albeit with a host more welcoming to small, enthusiastic boys.


The silence the heroes – our uncles and brothers-in-law – maintained about the Second World War was quite un-Homeric. There was no boasting, in hexameters or otherwise. In all other respects, though, the previous generation was, to a solitary child surrounded by books but with siblings all at boarding school, mythic.


Occasionally, these mythological beings were present in the flesh: old Admiral Somerville in his beautiful house in the nearby village of Dinder; General Freyberg, VC, giving me tea as a twelve-year-old at Windsor Castle as did, a little later, Field Marshal Lord Slim, Britain’s best Second World War commander. Lord Jellicoe, DSO, the famous irregular soldier, was a colleague of my father’s in the House of Lords. And, much later still, there was Paddy Leigh Fermor.


Paddy Leigh Fermor, both the mythic version and the real, stands as the embodiment of the extraordinary intermingling in my mind of intense romantic commitment to the ancient world with an equally romantic dream of British imperial glory. A time slip forward in my life may illustrate what I mean.


One day in early 1990, when I was a minister in the Foreign Office, George Jellicoe rang me in my office to ask if I would go to Athens over a weekend in April to deliver the Onassis Lecture. Weekends at home were extremely precious. I said, “No.” There was a pause of a few hours, then George rang back. Would I go to Athens over a weekend in April to deliver the Onassis Lecture and drive on to the Mani and stay with Paddy Leigh Fermor at Kardamyli? With Caroline? He might as well have asked, ‘Would you like to go to Ithaca and meet Odysseus?’ Of course I would.

OEBPS/images/star.jpg





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
WALDEGRAVE

A Different
Kind of Weather

A Memoir






