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‘This long-suppressed biography has been well worth the wait. For those too young to remember Thorpe, it will be a thrilling read. And for their elders, this is a vivid, fizzing evocation of pre-Thatcher England … Bloch is the perfect biographer for Thorpe, with matchless insights into his glamour, seediness, exhibitionism, self-obsession and pain … a lively mixture of investigative reporter, taunting imp and Old Testament moralist’ Richard Davenport-Hines, Daily Telegraph


‘Michael Bloch’s new biography of the former Liberal leader is never less than riveting. What makes this biography a triumph is the way Bloch weaves the Scott story into a proper political and personal account of Thorpe’s life … With the hidden gay life, the blackmail, the fraud, the raffish and unsuitable friends, the family suicides, the payoffs, the lies, the secret letters, the bizarre murder plots, the celebrity world, the story of Jeremy Thorpe is one of the most extraordinary political tales of the twentieth century. And in Michael Bloch it has found a worthy chronicler’ Daniel Finkelstein, The Times


‘Michael Bloch tells the tale of Jeremy Thorpe’s extraordinary life with panache and precision … A riveting story, well told’ Craig Brown, Mail on Sunday


‘Before he started the biography of Jeremy Thorpe, the “formidable” Liberal Baroness Seear said to Michael Bloch, “you’ll never get to the bottom of him”. That he has managed to do so, unravelling each facet of Thorpe’s character in Russian doll-like fashion, is a measure of Bloch’s skill in capturing his subject. Not only is this a fascinating portrait of a talented but deeply flawed individual, it’s also a totally compelling narrative that takes on the best aspects of an addictive thriller’ John Clarke, Independent


‘Michael Bloch’s long-awaited life of Jeremy Thorpe sets out the wildest political scandal of the century … The sequence of events – here given authoritative and plausible form for the first time – and the world in which they take place have grown more, not less incredible in the thirty-five years since the climax of the story … The extraordinary details of Thorpe’s sex life during a time that was far from permissive make the mind boggle … This is a brilliant biography’ Philip Hensher, Guardian


‘Magnificent. The underlying story is well known – and the rise and fall of one of Britain’s leading politicians is so sensational no fiction writer could improve it – but Michael Bloch has gone much further. This is surely the definitive, and devastating, account. In relating a part of history that sucked in prime ministers and even royalty, which is laden with fierce loyalties, betrayals, cover-ups and wild speculation, Bloch is scrupulously fair. Jeremy Thorpe comes across as Jekyll and Hyde: a magnificent and courageous fighter for fairness who reinvigorated British Liberalism, a friend of newly independent colonies and among the firmest opponents of racism, of apartheid and of Unionist misrule in Northern Ireland, one of the strongest advocates for Britain’s role in Europe and of decentralising Britain, a brilliant mimic, showman and constituency MP and a loving and much-loved husband and father; but also a promiscuous and risk-taking homosexual, foolhardy in his business dealings, and in many ways, until his awful illness and decline, devilishly unscrupulous … This is a real murder conspiracy and Bloch’s book unravels the mystery with mastery. Five stars’ Nick Ross, Amazon


‘I recommend this biography … an often jaw-dropping account … The plot has many Byzantine twists and turns. In the hands of a less accomplished writer, the reader could easily get lost in the thicket. Bloch’s narrative achievement is to tell the remarkable tale with clarity while taking care to sift fiction from fact … Bloch’s account gains in credibility because credit is given to Thorpe’s achievements where it is due … The Lib Dem peer Baroness Seear said of Thorpe, ‘You’ll never get to the bottom of him’ Michael Bloch proves her wrong in this revealing, insightful and gripping biography of one of the most extraordinary people ever to lead a British political party’ Andrew Rawnsley, Observer


‘Michael Bloch’s book is worth reading whether you are familiar with the story or not … He is such a deft guide that he makes even Liberal Party politics sound interesting … He writes with calm expertise about Thorpe’s double-ledgered life … He weighs up the evidence with care as well as brio … Anyone who knows his biography of James Lees-Milne will not be surprised that this is equally expertly, indeed perfectly done’ Douglas Murray, Spectator


‘This smoothly impressive biography … makes for a fascinating read … Bloch makes a better job of juggling the two sides of his subject’s life – the glamorous progressive and the seedy show-off – than Thorpe did himself’ Dominic Sandbrook, Sunday Times


‘Through painstaking research and distillation, Michael Bloch has produced a masterpiece of biography. If he has not solved the enigma of Jeremy Thorpe, then he has come as close as anyone will to solving it’ Paul Walter, Lib Dem Voice


‘The first quarter of this book is a terrific account of how Thorpe became the flamboyant figure who lit up parliament for almost two decades … Bloch does more than just chart the development of Thorpe’s unique character … Completed years ago, but delayed by Thorpe’s unexpectedly long life, this biography has been well worth the wait’ Mark Leftly, Independent on Sunday


‘Much more hostile books were published about him while he was alive, but Bloch’s magisterial biography … is in its sympathetic way more damning than any of them. The trajectory of Thorpe’s story is well known … His early life is much less well known, but in Bloch’s hands proves fascinatingly odd and prophetic … By the time he left Oxford, Thorpe’s persona was fully formed – theatrical, duplicitous, imbued with a love “of being naughty, of getting away with things” – and these traits are strikingly evident in his subsequent career, which Bloch charts with exemplary thoroughness’ Lewis Jones, The Oldie


‘Bloch emphasizes the importance of stagecraft and play-acting in understanding Thorpe’s life … a preposterous yarn, expertly narrated’ Francis Wheen, Literary Review


‘Michael Bloch has written a most thoroughly researched book on the life of Jeremy Thorpe. Predictably the newspaper serialization dwelt on the man’s private life [but] Bloch gives full credit to his campaigning skills … and will give joy and encouragement to party readers… The book is also an intriguing and valuable study of the extraordinary high-wire behaviour of a public figure’ David Steel, Journal of Liberal Democrat History


‘I’ve just finished Jeremy Thorpe, the amazing biography by Michael Bloch … I found it incredibly revelatory and a rattling good story’ Roger Mosey, Master of Selwyn College, Cambridge Alumni Magazine


‘I don’t expect I shall read a better biography this year – or a more surprising one – than Michael Bloch’s impeccably researched and beautifully written life of the disgraced former Liberal leader Jeremy Thorpe’ Christopher Gray, Oxford Times
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PREFACE AND ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS


SOMETHING MUST BE said about the circumstances in which this book was conceived and written. Ever since boyhood, I have been fascinated by Jeremy Thorpe, Leader of the Liberal Party from 1967 to 1976, and imagined it would be an intriguing task to try to unravel the intricacies of his career and personality. In 1990, I proposed a biography of him to the excellent Ursula Mackenzie, then Publishing Director at Bantam Press, who duly commissioned me to write it. Other projects prevented me from getting down to work immediately, but by the end of 1992 I had familiarised myself with most of the published literature on Jeremy Thorpe’s life: this included a huge mass of press cuttings (which I perused thanks to the Daily Telegraph and its librarian, Alexandra Erskine); the reminiscences of his former colleagues, notably Peter Bessell and David Steel; works on the history of the Liberal Party; and books relating to his trial at the Old Bailey in 1979 on charges of incitement and conspiracy to murder. (The only work in the nature of a biography then existing, Jeremy Thorpe: A Secret Life by the Sunday Times journalists Lewis Chester, Magnus Linklater and David May, came out soon after the trial and was intended to explain its background: it is a model work of its kind. Later, in 1996, there appeared Rinkagate: The Rise and Fall of Jeremy Thorpe by Simon Freeman and Roger Penrose, which concentrates on the story of the intended victim of the alleged murder plot, Norman Scott, and is a work of lesser historical and literary merit.)


My preliminary research had made me aware that Jeremy Thorpe had led a life far more mysterious and complex than I had originally supposed, that he was as gregarious as he was secretive, and that the most interesting material for his biography was likely to be found in the spoken rather than the written word. I therefore devoted 1993 and 1994 to meeting hundreds of people who had known him in various ways, accumulating thousands of pages of notes. My informants included his school and university contemporaries, fellow barristers and broadcasters, politicians and political workers of every complexion, journalists and civil servants, friends and enemies, relations and lovers. Some provided me with a few details, others with masses of material, communicated over many months, which in several cases might have formed the basis of books in themselves. Indeed, there were moments when I felt that a volume entitled The Quest for Jeremy Thorpe, in the tradition of A. J. A. Symons and Hugh Trevor-Roper, would be at least as interesting as this one.


Those two years were an adventure; but as they progressed, the puzzle of Jeremy Thorpe seemed to get no nearer a solution, and indeed to grow ever more labyrinthine. As one of the first parliamentarians I visited, the venerable and formidable Baroness Seear, prophesied: ‘You’ll never get to the bottom of him.’ I smiled at the time; I often had cause to recall her words. Indeed, that there was more to Jeremy Thorpe than met the eye was virtually the only thing about him that everyone could agree on. To some he was the Lost Leader, potentially the outstanding statesman of the age, misunderstood by millions and thwarted by envious pygmies; to others he was the most devious and amoral person who ever existed; yet others saw him either as a man of great gifts whose life was tragically ruined by fatal flaws, or a shallow and unattractive character partly redeemed by some charming qualities. Many regarded him as an actor on life’s stage; but was he Hamlet or Macbeth, Richard II or Richard III, Othello or Iago?


Meanwhile, a few days before his sixty-fourth birthday in April 1993, I had met Jeremy Thorpe with his wife Marion at their house in Orme Square, Bayswater, the first of some twenty such meetings. He was a sick man, but his mind was still active and his will to live manifest; she was protective towards him. They always received me courteously; and if the direct help they offered was somewhat limited in scope, the opportunity to meet him face-to-face gave me an insight which I could not otherwise have gained. When I showed him my chapter on his undergraduate years at Oxford, he wrote to me that it had filled him with nostalgia and he thought it ‘a fair cop’. I like to think that this would have been his verdict on the book as a whole (though when I showed him the draft manuscript in 2001 – I am not sure he actually read much of it – his reaction was confined to an urgent insistence that it should not appear in his lifetime).


By the spring of 1995 my basic research was almost complete. Yet further years passed before I could bring myself to write the book. I knew a vast amount about the man, in some respects more than he knew about himself; I had known him personally for two years; yet what did I really know of him? There were times when I felt that nothing was what it seemed, that behind every façade lay another façade. But when I finally took the plunge, the biography seemed to write itself. At last it was finished and delivered to Ursula Mackenzie (now CEO of Little, Brown & Co., but able to take the book with her, to my joy and relief). I cannot deny that my feelings about Jeremy Thorpe changed somewhat in the course of the decade during which I worked on his life; but I hope I have managed to be reasonably dispassionate. It somehow seemed right to call him ‘Jeremy’ throughout rather than ‘Thorpe’, but this should not be taken to imply that I felt an intimacy with him greater than that of a zoologist who studies the doings of a fascinating specimen over a period of several years.


Brief biographical notes on most of those figures mentioned more than once in the text, including all those Liberals who sat in Parliament with Jeremy Thorpe or were nominated by him for life peerages, will be found at the end of the book.


The list of acknowledgements which follows is necessarily long, but some particular debts must first be mentioned. Celia Thomas (now Baroness Thomas of Winchester), a sometime personal secretary of Jeremy and for long years Secretary to the Liberal Democrat Peers, was of enormous help in persuading often reluctant Liberal Democrats to meet and talk to me. Jonathan Fryer was also full of useful suggestions as to whom I ought to see, and cast fascinating light on Liberal politics and personalities down the decades. Jeremy’s sister Lavinia Bradley provided me with a wealth of detail on his early life and family background. That most delightful of mentors, Dr R. B. McDowell, was always ready with useful advice. For access to unpublished written material, I am grateful to Lord Beaumont and Stuart Mole, who showed me their diaries; to Susan Crosland and Magnus Linklater, who generously allowed me to use the interview and other notes of their own previous researches into Jeremy Thorpe; to Gerald Hagan, who gave me the original transcripts of David Holmes’ interviews with the News of the World in 1981 (only a small proportion of which was published at the time); to Sybille Bedford and Auberon Waugh, who showed me their manuscript notes on the Thorpe trial; to Dominic Carman, who let me see his father’s notes on Jeremy’s defence; and to Tony Maycock, custodian of the papers of Henry Upton. Many others showed me letters they had received from Jeremy Thorpe, and Jeremy himself showed me some papers relating to his early life. I am grateful to the staff at the National Archives (formerly Public Record Office), where I consulted the papers relating to Jeremy’s 1974 coalition talks with Ted Heath after they were declassified in 2005, and at the London School of Economics, which holds the papers of the Liberal Party Organisation, of the Society for Homosexual Law Reform, and of David Steel. Edith Stokes and her staff at Mount Pleasant provided me with a delectable haven whenever I needed it. My friends at the Savile Club were a constant source of encouragement. I was fortunate in having Andrew Best, Peter Robinson, Andrew Hewson and Ed Wilson as my agents during the long saga, and Broo Doherty, Andrew Gordon, Tim Whiting and Vivien Redman as my editors. And Ursula Mackenzie showed an angelic patience towards an often moody author who must at times have seemed as if he was never going to produce his book.


In expressing my thanks to the following, I have indicated where persons were formerly known by other names which have been used in the text, but I have not graced the deceased with ‘the late’, as in most cases I simply do not know whether those I spoke to in the last century are still alive or not.






Leo Abse; John Addey; Ian Aitken; Anthony Alffrey; Rupert Allason; Elkan Allen; Patrick Allen; Richard Allen; Bruce Anderson; Lady Anson (Elizabeth Clarke); Mike Arlen; Vivienne Arnell (Viv Franklin); Stephen Atack; Lord Avebury (Eric Lubbock); Kina, Lady Avebury; Peter Avery; Guy Avis; Lord Aylmer; Tim Baistow; Judge John Baker; Carol (‘Pixie’) Balfour-Paul; Lord Banks (Desmond Banks); Simon Barrington-Ward; Lord Beaumont of Whitley; Sybille Bedford; Alan Beith MP; Tony Benn MP; Humphry Berkeley; Julian Berkeley; Lady Berkeley; Diane Bessell; Paul Bessell; John Bigelow; Viv Bingham; Lord Blaker; Anthony Blond; Sir Richard Body; Stephen Bonarjee; Lord Bonham-Carter; Christopher Booker; Stanley Booth-Clibborn; Christopher Bourke; Roderic Bowen; Lord Boyd-Carpenter; Simon Bradish-Ellames; Lavinia Bradley (Thorpe); Stanley Brodie QC; Natalie Brooke; Percy Browne; George Bull; Peter Burton; Johanna Butt (Norton-Griffiths); Julian Byng; Richard Came; Myra Campbell; Robin Carey Evans; Dominic Carman; George Carman QC; Edward Carpenter; Dr Christian Carritt; Stephen Carroll; Michael Cartwright-Sharp; Baroness Castle; Rupert Cavendish; ‘Scottie’ Cheshire; Lewis Chester; Susan Chitty; John Christie-Miller; Stanley Clement Davies; Nigel Cockburn QC; Michael Cockerell; Judge Arthur Cohen; Christopher Coker; Susan Crosland (Barnes); Hugh Cudlipp; Tom Dale; Tam Dalyell MP; Sir Francis Dashwood, Bt; Arthur Davidson QC; James Davidson; Ann Dawson; Michael De-la-Noy; Judge Thomas Dewar; Patric Dickinson; Nadir Dinshaw; Piers Dixon; Judge George Dobry QC; Sir John Drinkwater QC; Andrew Duff; Anne Dummett (Chesney); Michael Edwardes; Bob Edwards; Nick Elan; Tim and Sue Elliott; Tim Ellis; Sir Peter Emery MP; Giles Eyre; Dan Farson; Neil Feiling; Thomas Field-Fisher QC; Mark Fisher MP; Robert Fisher; Neil Flanagan; Antony Fletcher; Robin Fletcher; Sir Charles Fletcher-Cooke QC; Lord Foot (John Foot); Michael Foot; Sir Denis Forman; James Fox; Nigel Foxell; Arnold and Frances Francis; Sir Clement Freud; Jonathan Fryer; John Gaze; Dr William George; Sir Eustace Gibbs; John Goldsmith; Stephen Govier; Michael Gow; James Graham; Martin Graham; Bernard Greaves; Chris Green; John and Sheila Gregory; Antony Grey (Edgar Wright); John Grigg; Inga Haag; Gerald Hagan; Peter Hain MP; David Hall; John Hall QC; Nick Hamel-Smith; Dr Marcus Harbord; Illtyd Harrington; Gladys Harris; Dominic Harrod; Robin Hart; Nick Harvey MP; Patricia Hastings; Lady Selina Hastings; Richard Hawkins; Jerry Hayes; Clifford Henderson; Peter Hennessy; Sir Denis Henry; Ruth Heywood (Araujo); Bevis Hillier; Christopher Hitchens; Henry Hobhouse; Hermione Hobhouse; Neil Hobhouse; Paul Hobhouse; Mary Hodgkinson; Charles Hodgson; Lord Holme; Charles Holmes; David Hooper; Lord Hooson; Mrs Hopkins (archivist of Trinity College, Oxford); Richard Hough; Tom Houston; Anthony Howard; David Howie; Christopher Hurst; Derek Ingram; Dion Irish; Ronald Irving; Sir Anthony Jacobs; Lord Jenkins of Hillhead (Roy Jenkins); Grenville Jones; Sir Hugh Jones; Gerald Kaufman; Brigadier Robin Keigwin; Fred Kendal; Sir Ludovic Kennedy; Oleg Kerensky; Richard Kershaw; Francis King; Lord Kingsdown (Robin Leigh-Pemberton); Uwe Kitzinger; George Knapp; Colin Knowles; Keith Kyle; Enid Lakeman; Richard Lamb; Trevor Langford; Jan Latham-Koenig; Michael Launder; Dominic le Foe; Sir Andrew Leggatt; Anthony Lejeune; John Lewes; Jason Lindsey; Prince Rupert Loewenstein; Helen Long; the Countess of Longford; Mary Lutyens; Margaret Lyle; Dame Moura Lympany; Patrick Lyndon; the Rev. Douglas Macdonald; Edward Mace; Lord Mackie of Benshie; Michael Maclagan; Bryan Magee; Terry Maher; the Rev. Victor Malan; Philip Mansel; Anthony Marecco; Lord Marlesford (Mark Schreiber); Patrick Marlowe; John Marshall; the Rev. Christopher Martin; David May; the Rev. Anthony Maycock; Lord Mayhew of Wimbledon (Christopher Mayhew); Lord Mayhew of Twysden (Patrick Mayhew); R. B. McDowell; Robin McNaghten; Ian McPhail; Michael Meadowcroft; Colin Merton; Nelson Mews; Sir Anthony Meyer; Keith Middlemas; Judge Arthur Mildon QC; Tina Miller; Sir Patrick Moberly; Stuart Mole; Lord Montagu of Beaulieu; Pierre Montocchio; Richard Moore; Anne Morgan (Norton-Griffiths); Richard Morgan; John Morrell; Alastair Morrison; George Moser; Lady Mosley; James Moxon; Chris Mullin MP; Christopher Murray; Venetia Newall; Derek Nimmo; Francis Noel Baker; Florence O’Donoghue; Michael Ogle; Mereil Oliver; David Owen-Jones QC; Bruce Page; Nigel Palmer; John Pardoe; Sir Hugh Park; Matthew Parris; Margaret Parsons; Indar Pasricha; Lord Peyton of Yeovil; Hubert Picarda QC; Sir Michael Pickard; Roger Pincham; Tom Pocock; Robert Ponsonby; Suna Portman; Stephen Potel; Julian Potter; Heather Prescott; Michael Prest; Stuart Preston; Paul Quarrie; Lord Reay; Lord Rees-Mogg; Sir Robert Rhodes James; Tony Richards; Andrew Roberts; Denys Robinson; Baroness Robson; Dodl Romayn; Kenneth Rose; Lady Henrietta Rous; Mary Rous; Frances Rubens; Earl Russell; Lord Russell-Johnston; Michael Ryle; Robin Salinger; Bill Schultz; Ruth Sebag-Montefiore; Baroness Seear; John Shakespeare; Sir William Shakespeare; William Shawcross; Moira Shearer; Judge George Shindler QC; John Shirley; Howard Shuman; Elizabeth Sidney; Alan Sked; Adrian Slade; Godfrey Smith; Graham Snell; Lord Snowdon; John Spiller; Tom Stacey; Michael Steed; Lord Steel of Aikwood (David Steel); Mike Steele; George Steiner; Ian Stewart; Mervyn Stockwood; Aidan Sullivan; Lord Taverne; Brian Taylor; Viscount Tenby; Celia Thomas; Sir Swinton Thomas; Richard and Annette Threlfall; Rebecca Tinsley; Viscount Tonypandy; Lord Tope; Lord Tordoff; Raleigh Trevelyan; Patrick Trevor-Roper; Baroness Trumpington; Michael Turner-Bridger; Paul Tyler; James Vallance-White; Graham Viney; Sir Henry de Waal QC; Richard Wainwright; David Walter; Allan Warren; Robin Warrender; Gerald Watkin; Philip Watkins; George Watson; Moray Watson; Judge Victor Watts; Auberon Waugh; Philip Wearne; Ted Wheeler; Francis Wheen; Christina White (Morgan); Nicholas Wickham-Irving; Lord Wigoder; Margaret Wilks (Lady Henderson-Stewart); John Wilkinson; Wynyard Wilkinson; Desmond Willcox; Baroness Williams of Crosby; Marcelle Williams; Victoria Williams (Ellinger); Stephen Willinck; Margaret Wingfield; Dr Timothy Wood; Lord Woolf; Nesta Wyn-Ellis; Philip Ziegler.








I thank them all, together with any helpers or owners of rights whom I may inadvertently have left out.




1


ANCESTRY


THORPE OR THORP, still included in the dictionary but now classed as archaic, is an Old English noun of Scandinavian origin meaning ‘village, hamlet or small town’, and is a common English family name. In 1929, the year Jeremy Thorpe was born, the births of 358 Thorpes were registered in England and Wales, along with 56 Thorps. Historically it is associated with the areas of Danish settlement in eastern England: there are a host of Thorpe place-names all along the east coast from Northumberland to Essex (including Thorpeness in Suffolk, where Jeremy’s second wife Marion had a house by the sea). The Dictionary of National Biography mentions sixteen Thorpes: these include Sir Robert de Thorpe of Norfolk, Lord Chancellor in 1372, and Thomas Thorpe of Northamptonshire, Speaker of the House of Commons under the Lancastrians in 1452 and lynched by a Yorkist mob in 1461. Jeremy Thorpe, himself a barrister and parliamentarian, always claimed descent from both these men, though they came from different parts of the country and do not appear to have been obviously connected.


If we turn to Volume XII of The Complete Peerage, we read of a barony of Thorpe, which was granted in 1309 to John de Thorpe, a great landowner of Norfolk and Suffolk, and fell into abeyance when the 5th Baron, Edmund, was killed in France in 1418, leaving only daughters. There is nothing to suggest that Jeremy Thorpe is descended from this family, whose estates eventually passed to Edmund’s great-great-grandson, the 2nd Lord Berners.* However, it was common a century ago for middle-class families to claim association with noble families of the same name; and Jeremy’s grandfather, the Venerable John Henry Thorpe, seems to have used the arms of John de Thorpe without having established his right to do so.† These arms include a handsome crest of a Stag on a Cap of Maintenance which Jeremy himself used on every possible occasion, engraving it on his personal jewellery, his silver and glass, his invitation cards and his stationery. He went further: on his twenty-first birthday in 1950, he astonished his guests by announcing that he was thinking of calling the Thorpe barony out of abeyance in his favour;1 and he spoke of this again thirty years later after losing his seat in the House of Commons. These claims were pure fantasy since, even in the improbable event of his being able to prove a title, it has been legally impossible since the 1920s to revive peerages which have been in abeyance for centuries; but they are of interest in that they illustrate the element of romanticism which was central to his personality.


Jeremy Thorpe’s identifiable ancestors were Protestant Irishmen. According to family tradition, the Irish Thorpes descend from two English brothers who fought in Cromwell’s bloody campaign in Ireland in 1649–50, and were afterwards rewarded with confiscated land there – the elder (Jeremy’s ancestor) in County Wexford, the younger in County Carlow.2 The two branches enjoyed different fortunes. The Carlow Thorps (they eventually dropped the ‘e’) prospered in the business and professional life of Dublin, where one of them was High Sheriff in 1789 and another Lord Mayor in 1800. Meanwhile the Wexford Thorpes lost their land and were reduced to tenant farmers and tradesmen. They remained fervent, however, in their loyalty to the Crown: they fought as yeomen against the Wexford Uprising of 1798, and when the Irish Constabulary was subsequently set up to deal with agrarian unrest, several of them enlisted in it. Jeremy’s great-great-grandfather William Thorpe (1805–79) was born in County Wexford but moved to Queen’s County in the Irish Midlands, where he served as a constable at Abbeyleix, seat of the county magnate Viscount de Vesci. He was remembered by his grandson as a proud, boastful man of military bearing, fond of story-telling. The third of his five sons, Jeremy’s great-grandfather, another William, was born at Abbeyleix in 1830 and enlisted as a constable in the Dublin Metropolitan Police in 1856, giving his previous occupation as labourer.3


The Dublin Metropolitan Police (DMP), like its London counterpart, had been founded in the 1830s to cope with the rising crime and disorder of that city. Less smart than the military-style Irish Constabulary, it was notorious for its low pay and harsh discipline, and its officers were not known for their intelligence: the oafish Dublin policeman is a stock figure in the Irish literature of the period.4 William Thorpe seems, however, to have been a man of some ability. As a sergeant in 1873, he was the star witness before a Commission of Enquiry into the DMP: as a result of his evidence (which included the observation that his brother, holding the same rank in the London Metropolitan Police, was better paid for less arduous work) there was an increase in the Dublin force’s pay.5 He was promoted to Inspector in 1874 and in 1883, after a mutiny in the DMP during which he had kept a cool head, he became a Superintendent in charge of one of Dublin’s six police divisions, with his headquarters in the prosperous district of Rathmines. He retired in 1890 on a tidy pension of £250 per annum, and died in 1898. In 1854 he had married Maria Byrne: she died in 1904, leaving an estate valued at £213.6


William and Maria Thorpe had no fewer than nineteen children. It must have been a struggle to raise them; and ten of them died in infancy, mostly of tuberculosis, a hereditary curse from which Jeremy himself was to suffer. A fierce devotion to the Church of Ireland sustained the family; and the eldest son, Jeremy’s grandfather John Henry Thorpe – born on 12 July 1855, the anniversary of the Battle of the Boyne which had secured Protestant rule in Ireland – set his sights on ordination in that Church, a not inconsiderable ambition for the child of a police officer. He was a gifted youth, for despite an incomplete secondary education,7 he managed to enter Trinity College, Dublin at the age of twenty, complete the four-year degree course in three,8 and get ordained without having obtained the usual Testimonium in Divinity, becoming a curate in Cork. The Church of Ireland, to which fewer than 750,000 of Ireland’s 5 million belonged, had been disestablished by Gladstone in 1869, but remained the religion of the ruling elite in Ireland: having to operate in an overwhelmingly Catholic country, it was more staunchly Protestant than its English counterpart. John Thorpe attracted attention as a vigorous preacher, his main theme being that all truth was to be found in the scriptures.9 He was an ambitious man, and did no harm to his prospects by his marriage in 1884 to Martha Aylmer (Amy) Hall, a lady six years younger than himself. Her father, Alderman Robert Constable Hall, was one of the leading merchants of Cork. And her mother was an Aylmer.


The Aylmers are one of the oldest Anglo-Irish families, who came over with the Norman invasions of the twelfth century. The branch from which Jeremy is descended were landowners in County Kildare and acquired one of the first Irish baronetcies. Like many such families, they clung to their Catholic faith: Jeremy’s ancestor Sir Gerald Aylmer went to prison rather than acknowledge Elizabeth I as Supreme Governor of the Church. Only in the eighteenth century did they embrace Anglicanism. Through the Aylmers, Jeremy descended from an aristocratic clan which was prepared to fight and suffer for its beliefs, and had more than its fair share of swashbucklers, martinets, libertines and other eccentrics. General Sir Fenton Aylmer VC, 13th Baronet (1862–1935), a hero of the Burma Wars who led the unsuccessful British relief expedition to Mesopotamia in 1916, was his grandmother’s first cousin. Another cousin, whose Aylmer grandmother was a sister of Jeremy’s great-grandmother, was Sir Edward Spears (1886–1974), the soldier, politician and man of letters who was Winston Churchill’s intimate and brought General de Gaulle to London in 1940: Jeremy knew him well, reading the address at his memorial service.10


Soon after his marriage, John Thorpe was appointed vicar of St Peter’s, Cork. There was but one drawback to life in that fine city: he felt patronised and slighted by his rich and prominent in-laws. He had a pronounced chip on his shoulder as the son of that figure of fun, a Dublin policeman: it was around this time that he claimed to be descended from the Barons de Thorpe, hoping to show his wife’s relations that he was as good as they. Eventually he could stand it no longer and decided to move with his growing family to England.11 It happened that, around this time, a group of wealthy Low Church industrialists in the burgeoning northern town of Stockport – notably Wakefield Christie-Miller, owner of Christy & Co., the world-famous hat manufacturers – were dismayed that their rector had become an Anglo-Catholic, and obtained permission to found a new parish. No expense was spared: they built a neo-Gothic church of cathedral-like proportions, with a palatial vicarage attached. It remained to find an incumbent with suitable credentials; and the patrons of the new living were impressed by John Thorpe’s remarkable preaching talents and impeccable doctrinal beliefs.12 He was appointed to St George’s, Stockport in 1896 and remained there until his death in 1932, becoming Rural Dean of Stockport in 1912, an Honorary Canon of Chester Cathedral in 1917 and Archdeacon of Macclesfield in 1922. In 1908, his pretty eldest daughter Olive married Geoffry (later Colonel Sir Geoffry) Christie-Miller, son of his patron Wakefield: this alliance with one of the richest families in Cheshire was to bring many advantages to the Thorpes, the Christie-Millers paying for the education of Jeremy’s father and later Jeremy himself.


Although he failed to become a bishop, Archdeacon Thorpe achieved national renown as a preacher and theologian. He was a leading campaigner for the Low Church Evangelical wing of Anglicanism (with its emphasis on the scriptures, simplicity of worship and personal salvation) in its struggle with the High Church Anglo-Catholic wing (with its emphasis on the Sacraments, elaborate ritual and the universality of the Church). It was repugnant to him that the ‘Roman’ practices he had learned to despise in Ireland should be imitated by so many of his co-religionists. Through his friend in the Government, Sir Thomas Inskip, he organised the successful parliamentary resistance in 1927–28 to the revised Prayer Book, which to his mind reeked of ‘Romanism’. A stream of pamphlets poured from his pen, warning Anglicans against Catholic doctrines and practices and the tendency to treat worship as a sensual experience of art and music. Above all, he loathed the cult of the Virgin Mary, which he denounced as a form of sexual perversion.13


Interviewed by Susan Barnes in 1973, Jeremy Thorpe (who was but two when his grandfather died) described the Archdeacon as ‘a bullying and bigoted man, a really monstrous man’. This is not entirely fair: other grandchildren remember him for his sense of humour, generosity and kindness. He was, however, what would nowadays be regarded as a fanatic of rigid and intolerant views; and he was a caricature of a fierce, argumentative Irishman. Jeremy, who bore some physical resemblance to him, inherited his campaigning spirit and determination, as well as his quick wit and ability to inspire. At the same time, Jeremy’s lifelong antipathy to Ulster Unionism suggests a reaction against all his grandfather stood for. The Archdeacon was a particularly harsh parent; as if by way of compensation, Jeremy’s father and Jeremy himself were both indulgent parents.14


The Archdeacon had nine children (three of whom died of tuberculosis) by his wife Amy, a gentle and vague woman who was forever wondering how her kinsfolk who had departed this world were faring in the next. We are only concerned here with Jeremy’s father, called John Henry after his father but known to the world as Thorpey, who was born in Cork on 3 August 1887. A handsome but delicate boy, he attended St John’s School, Leatherhead and proceeded to Trinity College, Oxford, Alma Mater of the Christie-Millers. Trinity was the leading Oxford rowing college and Thorpey hoped to win his oar, but the sport proved too much for his health. After taking a fourth in history, he read for the Bar, being called by the Inner Temple in 1911 and practising on the Northern Circuit. When war broke out in 1914, he was commissioned into the Manchester Regiment and sent to Egypt; but just as his battalion was about to sail for Gallipoli, his health again collapsed, and he spent the rest of the war doing censorship and court-martial work, for which he was awarded an OBE. He became friendly with his commanding officer, Gerald Hurst, another Northern Circuit barrister who became Coalition Unionist MP for Manchester Moss Side at the ‘coupon’ election of December 1918. When, soon afterwards, a by-election was declared in the nearby seat of Rusholme, Hurst secured the Unionist candidature for Thorpey, who was duly elected to Parliament in October 1919 at the age of thirty-two.15


Captain Thorpe (as he was known after the custom of the day) sat in the House of Commons for four years, during which he spoke in only a dozen debates. He appears to have been a lazy and unambitious politician, who concentrated his energies on earning a living at the Bar. When he did speak, he was liberal in his views, courteous towards opponents, and generally had something interesting to say. He championed the welfare of ex-servicemen, and the equality of women in the civil service. He called for an end to discrimination against illegitimate children, criticising the Church for hypocrisy on this subject;16 and he tried to introduce an amendment giving soldiers facing court-martial the right to be defended by an officer with legal training.17 His most interesting contribution was to apply for leave to introduce a Bill in April 1923 to enable ministers to speak in either House of Parliament: had this been carried (it was defeated by 244 votes to 100), it might have resulted in Lord Curzon becoming Prime Minister five weeks later instead of Stanley Baldwin, one of the objections to Curzon being his inability to speak in the Commons.18


Thorpey seems to have been liked by all. He was not intellectually outstanding, but invariably courteous, charming and kind. He had ‘the gift of the gab’ and was a superb raconteur and mimic, possessing the quality (which he passed on to his son) of being able to lighten any atmosphere and entertain any company. Like many sensitive men who suffer from precarious health, he was in his element at funerals and memorial services. It is possible that he possessed homosexual inclinations (as was later believed by his son Jeremy): he was to become closely attached during the 1930s to Christopher Hobhouse, a beautiful, brilliant and bisexual young barrister who died on active service during the Battle of Britain. His interest in women, as he confided in Hurst, was largely guided by the desire to marry an heiress.19 He had not made much progress in this direction when, in January 1922, he was asked to represent his father at the wedding in Westminster Abbey of the Princess Royal and Viscount Lascelles.* Thorpey was thirty-four, and in the next stall sat a striking girl of eighteen, Ursula Norton-Griffiths. She too was representing her father, a famous (and reputedly rich) MP popularly known as Empire Jack; and it is to this man, Jeremy Thorpe’s other grandfather, that we must now turn.


At first sight, it is difficult to think of two men more different than Archdeacon Thorpe and Sir John Norton-Griffiths; but they had two things in common which mark them out as typical products of the late Victorian age. They were both men of restless, violent energy who fought passionately for the things in which they believed. And they were both ambitious men who advanced from relatively humble origins to the upper levels of society, becoming slightly ashamed of their backgrounds and marrying women socially much grander than themselves. Towards the end of her long life, Gwladys Norton-Griffiths wrote a book of memoirs in which she confessed that she found her husband’s relations so vulgar that she married him on the condition that he never see them again.20 In fact Sir John’s paternal ancestors, rugged Welsh from the mountainous county of Breconshire, appear to have been modest but proud farming folk much like the Wexford Thorpes. His father John Griffiths (1825–91), like the Archdeacon’s father, seems to have done rather better than the rest of the family: he set up as a building contractor in Brecon and eventually moved his business to London, but did not prosper there and left an estate valued at £153. He married as his second wife Juliet Avery; and their only son, John Norton Griffiths, known as Jack, was born in Williton in Somerset on 13 July 1871.


He had a stormy upbringing in Hammersmith: his father had a violent temper, his mother drank, and Jack himself was a wild and rebellious boy. He later claimed to have attended St Paul’s School; but there is no record of him there, and whatever education he had was interrupted when at sixteen he ran off to enlist as a trooper in the Horse Guards, giving his age as eighteen. He looked the part, but did not take to military discipline and was ‘bought out’ (‘I never quite understood why’, writes Gwladys) by Sir Henry Kimber, a rich businessman and MP. The colonies seemed appropriate for this hardy and tempestuous youth; and Kimber sent him to South Africa to work as a sheep farmer. His farm failed, and he turned to prospecting and shaft-drilling in the Transvaal goldfields, in which he picked up a rudimentary knowledge of engineering. It was a rough life in a lawless world: in later years, he boasted that, one night in the goldfields, he had strangled a man with his bare hands. (In the 1970s, some of his descendants remarked that, if he had received the attentions of a blackmailer, he would have known what to do about it, and would have carried out the job himself.) What young Jack needed was conflict; and in 1896–97, he won his spurs as a scout in the war of Cecil Rhodes’ British South Africa Company against the Matabele. In the wake of this, he was awarded some mining concessions in the new territory of Rhodesia; and in 1899 he sailed for London to find backers to enable him to exploit these. It was during a stop at Zanzibar that he met and fell instantly in love with a formidable Englishwoman two years younger than himself, Gwladys Wood.


Gwladys, the only grandparent Jeremy was to know, came from the upper middle class which dominated the business and professional life of Victorian London. Her mother’s grandfather, ‘Mud’ Mills, said to have been a natural son of King George IV, was the engineer who invented the dredge. Her great-uncle by marriage, a Jew named John Coleman, founded the modern profession of accountancy in England. Other well-known uncles included a surgeon, an artist and an archaeologist, while an aunt was a popular songwriter. Her paternal grandfather, the timber merchant Thomas Wood, had married Elizabeth Browning, daughter of a prominent distilling family; and Gwladys’ father, another Thomas Wood (1821–85), owned the distillery of Browning, Wood & Fox in Worship Street. He was an unwilling businessman, whose main interests seem to have been literary: he was a member of the Garrick, where his friends included both Dickens and Thackeray. At the age of forty-eight he married Emma-Jane Mills, a woman of strong personality twenty years his junior who had quarrelled with her family. Gwladys, the youngest of four children, was born on 2 January 1873 and brought up in a large house in Marylebone teeming with servants. But when she was only twelve her father died at the age of sixty-four, apparently of worry after a series of business disasters which left the family almost destitute.


The widowed Emma-Jane and her children moved out of their house into cheap lodgings and became poor relations, dependent on the charity of rich Browning uncles. This turn in family fortunes during her childhood had a marked effect on Gwladys’ personality. She became resourceful, cheerfully adapting to changing circumstances and able to make the best of any situation. She also developed a degree of snobbery remarkable even for that period, for the impoverished Woods consoled themselves with a sense of being ‘gentry’ who maintained superior values in spite of hard times. In the late 1880s, the family left London for the continent, where life was cheaper. Gwladys studied music in Germany: she seems to have had talent, as those who praised her singing or piano-playing included (as she tells us) Brahms, Clara Schumann, Joseph Joachim and Jules Massenet. Back in London in the 1890s she tried to make a career as a singer, and received a favourable notice from George Bernard Shaw; but her progress was handicapped by stage fright. Meanwhile her eldest brother, Ralph – Jeremy’s ‘Great-Uncle Mumpy’, an amiable eccentric who was to become a friend of Max Beerbohm and marry the suffragette Violet Ruffer – had been appointed the Johannesburg agent of an Anglo-French trading company; and in 1898, Gwladys and her mother went out to visit him. It was at Zanzibar on the return journey that she met Jack Griffiths (‘the handsomest man I ever saw’) and returned his love, while aware that here was a rough character she would have to take firmly in hand.21


Chaperoned by Emma-Jane, the couple proceeded together to London; but before they could marry, the Boer War broke out. Griffiths rushed back to South Africa and was commissioned into a company of scouts known as Lord Roberts’ Bodyguard, in which he greatly distinguished himself, being mentioned in dispatches three times. He returned to London in 1900, married Gwladys the following year, and then embarked on a career as a contractor which carried him from obscurity to fame within the span of King Edward’s short reign. He owed his success to a combination of imagination, ruthlessness and charm: his wife provided the brains. In short, Griffiths believed, and persuaded others to believe, that he could carry out engineering projects in distant parts of the world which were thought to be near-impossible. He made his name with the construction of the Benguela railway in Portuguese Angola (1905–8), a contract no one else wanted to touch, and followed this with spectacular railways in inaccessible parts of South America, and an aqueduct across the Caucasus supplying the Russian oil industry in Baku. These were remarkable achievements for a man of no formal education who spoke no foreign language; they were realised by slave-driving huge armies of workers who laboured under terrible conditions and many of whom died. In the years before 1914, Griffiths also constructed the first skyscrapers of Vancouver and the modern sewerage systems of South London and Manchester. With his mesmeric personality, he had no difficulty in finding powerful backers: he was financed from 1908 to 1914 by a consortium consisting entirely of rich peers, led by Lord Howard de Walden who owned most of Marylebone.


His biographer, Keith Middlemas, gives the following portrait of him in 1908:






At thirty-seven he could pass for thirty; tall, unusually handsome, tanned and sporting the moustache of the born imperialist; powerful as a prize-fighter, impetuous and passionate, rarely restrained yet, schooled by domestic satisfaction, no longer foreign to the drawing-rooms of London; idolised by women, sought after by men; no brilliant talker, but so full of gaiety and fun, enthusiasm and absurdity, he drew everyone to him; while preserving cloaked, except in moments of rare emergency, a nature ruthless in its crude force, entirely elemental; he was the expression of all that characterised the empire-builders of the Edwardian era.22








It was natural that this rugged character should support the aggressive imperialism of Joseph Chamberlain. The peers who backed his business provided him with political contacts; and in 1909 he was adopted as Conservative candidate for the traditionally Liberal seat of Wednesbury near Birmingham. At the General Election of January 1910, he threw himself into the unlikely task of capturing this seat with the same determination he brought to his railways. He fascinated voters with the eloquence and fire with which he expressed his imperialist creed, and was not afraid to visit the roughest districts and engage in physical combat with his opponents. To the surprise of all, he won the seat by a majority of some 600. (Fifty years later, his grandson would win a Tory seat for the Liberals by some 300: both victories were due to a combination of hard work, showmanship and an ability to persuade voters of concern for their lot.) Upon his election, John Norton Griffiths began using his middle name as part of his surname; but during the campaign, the press had dubbed him Empire Jack, the sobriquet by which he would be known for the rest of his life.


He remained in the House of Commons for fifteen years, never losing an election. Like his grandson, he was both an outstanding constituency member and a talented self-publicist, forever thinking up wheezes likely to make a splash in the press.23 As a parliamentarian, however, he was a notorious windbag, returning every year to a pet proposal for an ‘Imperial Senate’ in London through which the Dominions might bind themselves more closely to the mother country.24 Sir Maurice Hankey, Secretary of the Committee of Imperial Defence (and later a friend of the Thorpe family), described Empire Jack in 1917 as ‘a clever man in the technical sense, but stupid, unpractical and visionary in his ideas’, who led a small, obscure group of ‘insufferable bores’ in ‘woolly’ discussions about Imperial Federation.25


True to his imperialist image, he combined a capacity for feats of endurance in rough places with an enjoyment of all the luxuries life had to offer. He was a lavish host and entertainer, regarded by many as fast and flashy: he kept a fleet of the latest motor cars. He had strong sensual appetites and was a notorious philanderer. His wife, however, was the only person who really mattered to him, and he had reason to be grateful to her. She tamed his nature, shared his hardships, guided him in his decisions, taught him how to behave in society. As she wrote in her memoirs: ‘All his affection he poured out into me … and everything outside was purely a means to an end. He was always charming to people, even after he had finished with them, but none of his casual friends really meant anything at all in his life.’


If Empire Jack’s career reads like an adventure story, this was never more so than during the First World War. He raised a private army from old soldiers who had fought in Southern Africa, and had this recognised as an official regiment of the British Army, the 2nd King Edward’s Horse. In an exploit for which he was awarded the DSO, he brought over to France his labourers who had been building the Manchester sewers, and set them tunnelling under enemy lines. He became a legend for his amorous escapades: he was the model for the final scene of Evelyn Waugh’s Vile Bodies, in which a general drives around a battlefield in a Rolls-Royce loaded with pretty girls and champagne. In the autumn of 1916, he was sent on a mission well suited to his talents: the Germans had invaded Romania, and it was essential for the Allies to destroy the Ploesti oilfields, the richest in Europe, before they fell into enemy hands. After an adventurous journey, Empire Jack arrived at Ploesti just ahead of the Germans; brushing aside local opposition with the help of Queen Marie of Romania (with whom he had an affair), he personally sabotaged the oil wells, setting on fire an area of 200 square miles. For this service, Tsar Nicholas II, whom he visited in St Petersburg just before the February Revolution, invested him with the Order of St Vladimir and presented him with the Order’s magnificent decorated sword, destined to become the proudest possession of his grandson Jeremy.26


During the first years of peace, Empire Jack was riding high. Construction was booming in the aftermath of war, and the Norton-Griffiths firm was deluged with contracts: among its achievements during this period were a harbour in Portugal, a railway in East Africa, the rebuilding of the Romanian oil industry after its recent destruction and the South London section of the Northern Line. In 1914, he had announced he would not stand again at Wednesbury; but in 1918 he accepted the candidature at Wandsworth, where he was elected as one of the few Conservative MPs opposing the Lloyd George coalition. Although unable to spare much time for Parliament during these years, he was close to many leading politicians: all three men who were to become Conservative premiers between the wars – Bonar Law, Baldwin and Neville Chamberlain – were his friends at this time. Empire Jack and Gwladys became fashionable political hosts, dispensing lavish hospitality at Wonham Manor, a huge pile in Surrey built by Wyatt in 1810, which they had bought towards the end of the war and which cost a fortune to run.


Like most socially ambitious people of the time, the Norton-Griffithses were keenly interested in titles. In 1917, following his Romanian exploits, Empire Jack had been created a KCB, whereupon he hyphenated his surname. In 1922, on Austen Chamberlain’s recommendation, he was promoted to the rank of baronet. A few years later, having left Parliament, he tried in vain to get Baldwin to nominate him for a peerage, explaining that his firm was ‘always fighting Yanks, Italians, Germans etc…. for the benefit of British trade’ and hinting that the increased business resulting from his elevation would enable him to make handsome donations to the Conservative Party.27 Half a century later, his grandson Jeremy was also to be greatly interested in questions of honours and patronage.


The years 1923–24 saw a turn in Empire Jack’s fortunes. The defeat of the Conservatives at the 1923 election finally dashed his dreams of imperial unity, and he bowed out of Parliament the following year. Meanwhile, a life of relentless activity had taken its toll, and in 1924 he was weakened by a long attack of typhoid. His business also began to go badly. The post-war construction boom had fizzled out; and Empire Jack, whose high-handed behaviour had won him enemies in both business and official circles, found it hard to get orders in a more competitive world. He experienced a series of disasters due to a mixture of bad luck and poor judgement. He embarked on massive public works in Brazil, only to find that the Government there was unable to meet its obligations. He won important concessions from the new Kingdom of Iraq, but found no one to underwrite them. In 1926, Wonham had to be sold. He showed increasing signs of mental instability, and became desperate for one spectacular contract to restore his fortunes. In the summer of 1929, the Egyptian Government invited tenders for the heightening of the Aswan Dam: so intent was Empire Jack on obtaining this commission that his winning tender, at £1,960,000, turned out to be nearly half a million pounds lower than that of his nearest competitor. As the work progressed, it became evident that he had seriously underestimated his costs. He needed to raise loans to continue, but this proved impossible in the climate of the world stock market crash. He faced ruin – if not also prison, for in his desperation he had resorted to some dubious ploys. At dawn on 29 September 1930, in his sixtieth year, Sir John left the seaside hotel at which he was staying near Alexandria, paddled out into the Mediterranean in a small pleasure craft, and shot himself. His last communication had been to telegraph his wife in London, assuring her of his undying love.


Though Jeremy Thorpe was but a year old at the time of Empire Jack’s suicide, he had much in common with this remarkable ancestor. Both were visionary men of ruthless ambition who believed nothing was impossible; both operated through a mixture of charm and bullying; both pushed themselves to the limits of their endurance; both were risk-takers who disregarded the normal rules. Both had a gift for making friends, but did not hesitate to take advantage of or discard those friends when it suited them. Both came to grief in money matters owing to a combination of unscrupulousness and over-optimism. As politicians, both were outstanding campaigners and constituency MPs who possessed a flair for publicity and enjoyed the glamour of public life. Both were given to dramatic mood swings, and sought relief from life’s stresses in risky and promiscuous sex lives. Both were exhibitionists who struck dramatic poses and longed for the applause of the multitude. Both suffered from bursts of violent temper. In the view of many of their contemporaries, both had a touch of brilliance but were more than a trifle mad.


But there were also important differences. Jeremy was a polished performer, Empire Jack a rugged force. Whereas Jeremy was always sensitive to the mood of the moment, Norton-Griffiths clung to an out-of-date vision of Empire. Indeed, Empire Jack’s philosophy was based on a conviction of the superiority of the British race to both European and coloured peoples, while Jeremy championed the causes of European unity and racial equality. Yet his grandfather’s devotion to Empire found an echo in Jeremy’s devotion to a multi-racial Commonwealth: both rejected insularity, and saw themselves as statesmen on a global stage.


The Norton-Griffithses’ eldest son and the heir to the baronetcy, Jeremy’s Uncle Peter (1904–83), was a gifted man who took a brilliant degree at Oxford and was a fine linguist and pianist, but is remembered by most of those who knew him as an odious and selfish bully. He married an American heiress, Kay Schrafft, whom he enjoyed humiliating in public. Outside his marriage, he pursued homosexual interests. (In later life he developed camp mannerisms of which Jeremy did a devastating impersonation.) After a chequered wartime secret service career, he went on to become a leading executive of Shell, but missed getting to the top of that corporation owing to his scandalous private life. In 1979, he attended Jeremy’s trial at the Old Bailey and seemed to derive pleasure from the thought that his nephew might be convicted and sent to prison.


The eldest child of Empire Jack and Gwladys, Jeremy’s mother Ursula, was born on 27 February 1903. She was adored by her father, whom in turn she adulated: even as a small girl, she imitated his noisy and determined manner. After a patchy education, she proceeded in 1919 to a finishing school near Paris, where she met and formed a close friendship with Lloyd George’s daughter Megan, another girl of forthright personality who suffered from a father-fixation. (Megan was in France with her father, then at the height of his premiership and attending the Paris Peace Conference.28) As the best friend of the Prime Minister’s favourite daughter, and with her own parents at the height of their career as political hosts, Ursula became accustomed, while still in her teens, to moving in ruling circles. She attracted attention through some exotic affectations such as the sporting of a monocle. In 1921, she fell in love with the young heir to a Scottish earldom; but his family forbade their marriage, to Ursula’s woe. A few weeks later, meeting the handsome figure of Jack Thorpe in Westminster Abbey, she at once decided to marry him, partly on the rebound from her recent unhappy infatuation, perhaps partly because she saw this eloquent parliamentarian, who was twice her age and possessed much charm and a handsome appearance, as something of a reflection of her father. Thorpey for his part was captivated by her striking looks and vigorous personality.


Both families were horrified by the proposed match. Archdeacon Thorpe considered Empire Jack, with his chequered past and flashy style of living, as an agent of the devil, while Gwladys was that abominable thing, an Anglo-Catholic. As for the Norton-Griffithses, they had planned a brilliant marriage for their daughter: the impecunious son of a North Country clergyman, who had failed to make much of a mark as a barrister, soldier or MP, was not what they had in mind at all. Gwladys examined the Thorpe pedigree with her sharp social eye and found it wanting. Empire Jack was about to leave on business for South America and took Ursula with him, hoping to distract her from such foolishness. But Ursula was her father’s daughter and not one to give up: back in London, she retired to bed and announced she would stay there until her parents allowed her to be reunited with Thorpey. Eventually they relented: they had been won over by Thorpey’s charm and evident devotion to Ursula.


Before the wedding could be arranged, there was an important change in politics: meeting at the Carlton Club on 19 October 1922, Conservative MPs voted to end the coalition which kept Lloyd George in power.29 A General Election was called for 15 November and resulted in victory for the Conservatives under Bonar Law, both Empire Jack and Thorpey retaining their seats. This represented a dramatic moment for Empire Jack, who hoped his imperial dreams might at last be realised under Bonar Law, a Canadian and tariff reformer. It was also an exciting moment for Ursula, who helped Thorpey campaign in Manchester and was thrilled at the prospect of becoming a politician’s wife.


The marriage took place at St Margaret’s, Westminster on 19 December 1922. It was a glittering occasion. The guests included the new Prime Minister, the Lord Chancellor (Viscount Cave), the Secretary of State for War (the Earl of Derby), the President of the Board of Trade (Sir Philip Lloyd-Greame), the Attorney-General (Sir Douglas Hogg) and the Postmaster General (Neville Chamberlain), along with other peers and MPs and a host of ambassadors, judges and industrialists. Friends of the Archdeacon, on the other hand, were conspicuous by their absence from the ceremony, which was conducted by an Anglo-Catholic priest. Megan Lloyd George was the principal bridesmaid; and Ursula caused a sensation by wearing her monocle. The Times published a photograph of the happy couple over the caption ‘MP Weds MP’s Daughter’: both look handsome and confident, but whereas Thorpey wears an easy-going look, single-mindedness is already written on the features of Ursula.


Thorpey and Ursula were in love, but their marriage was based on false hopes. He imagined her to have great financial expectations; she imagined him to be at the outset of a brilliant political career. But within twelve months, Thorpey was out of Parliament, defeated in his Manchester seat by the Liberal free trader C. F. G. Masterman at the ‘tariff reform’ election of December 1923; and it was not long afterwards that the Norton-Griffiths business empire began to reveal itself as hollow. Under the circumstances, Thorpey felt it his duty to devote himself to earning an income at the Bar which would enable his wife to keep up something of the manner to which she had become accustomed. He thus abandoned both his political career and his practice on the Northern Circuit to concentrate on the Parliamentary Bar – that small body of counsel acting for the promoters of private Acts of Parliament, particularly involving local authority construction projects. It was unexciting but lucrative work, and by the time he took silk in 1935, Thorpey had become one of its most successful practitioners.


Ursula, meanwhile, developed from a bossy and petulant girl into a formidable and intimidating woman, exhibiting the traits associated with Lady Bracknell, Bertie Wooster’s Aunt Agatha, and the terrifying matrons in Saki. She had her father’s temper, she was always determined to get her way, and she was capable, if thwarted, of making a scene which would leave her victims quivering. If anything displeased her, such as the dress or behaviour of the person she was with, or the half-delivered sermon of some hapless vicar, she would express her disapproval audibly. Her monocle resembled a searchlight, seeking out faults on which to unleash her wrath. She had inherited the snobbery of her mother as much as the bullying of her father, and could be ruthless in putting in their places those she considered her inferiors. There were some who admired her spirit or found it amusing; but she herself notably lacked a sense of humour. Children and servants adored Thorpey; they were terrified of Ursula.


Like Gwladys, Ursula loved society and entertaining. She was a good housekeeper and hostess, and could be charming, particularly if her guests were distinguished or might be useful in some way. She was determined to keep up with many rich friends. By the late 1920s, the Thorpes resided in some style in South Kensington, where Ursula ran a large household and gave nightly dinner parties. This was tedious for Thorpey, whose health was never robust and who would have preferred a quiet life with a few chosen friends: as it was, he had to work long hours to pay for his wife’s social life, and was then expected to participate in it. It was his fate to endure first an oppressive father, then a demanding wife. While devoted to her, and anxious to do his best to satisfy her wishes, he often found her behaviour and opinions hard to bear.


This was notably the case when she came into contact with his family, whom she regarded with a scorn she did not trouble to conceal. Her relations were particularly bad with that other opinionated and hot-tempered personality, the Archdeacon: their rare meetings usually ended in rows, in which the nimble-witted clergyman tended to get the better of his daughter-in-law. Four times a year, Thorpey went up to the north-west to sit as Recorder of Blackburn, staying with his sister Olive and her husband Geoffry Christie-Miller on their hunting estate at Nantwich in Cheshire. At first Ursula came too – as rich gentry, the Christie-Millers were spared her disapproval of her husband’s relations – but she soon got bored with country life and left him to go alone, to the relief of her former hosts who had found her a most troublesome guest.


At the outset of their married life, Ursula was intensely ambitious for her husband: he was more active in Parliament during the first months of his marriage than during the whole of his previous three years as an MP. It was a severe disappointment to her when he lost his seat and failed to resume his political career. But though denied the chance to play much of a role as the daughter or wife of a politician, she might still become the mother of one: she longed for a son. Her first two children, however, were daughters: Lavinia, born in 1923, and Camilla, born in 1925. Lavinia was a quiet, reflective girl who took after her father; Camilla was pretty and mischievous with something of her mother’s spirit. Brought up by nannies, they received affection from their father but suffered cruelty and neglect from their mother. Finally, on 29 April 1929, a son was born, to his parents’ joy. They called him John Jeremy: John after his two grandfathers, Jeremy because they thought it sounded well with John.
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CHILDHOOD
1929–43


JEREMY THORPE WAS born into what appeared to be a secure and prosperous world.1 His parents lived at 3, Onslow Gardens, a large, fashionable terrace house in South Kensington: in 1933, when he was four, they moved to 2, Egerton Gardens, a similar house in still more fashionable Knightsbridge. These residences were stylishly furnished and decorated, and staffed by a cook, a chauffeur, four maidservants and two nannies. The Thorpes belonged to the professional upper middle classes; but their son might be forgiven for assuming that they were connected to the aristocracy. His maternal grandmother was a formidable titled dowager; his mother had the airs of a duchess; while his father romantically sported on his signet ring the crest of the medieval Barons de Thorpe. As he grew up in the decade before the war, Jeremy can have been but little aware that his parents were short of capital and lived to the full extent of their income; or that, of his two illustrious grandfathers, both of whom died before he was three, one was the son of a policeman, the other the son of a builder.


Thorpey and Ursula had prayed for a son and were overjoyed at his arrival; but like most parents of their time and class, they barely concerned themselves with the early upbringing of their children. The Thorpes’ head nanny was Nanny Wynne, a strict practitioner of the old school whom even Ursula, with her sergeant-major attitude towards servants, treated with respect: she brooked no outside interference, and insisted on her employers making an annual visit to the South of France in order to safeguard her leading social position among the Kensington nannies. The under-nanny was Nellie Hoskins, a sweet-natured Sussex girl who remained in touch with many of her charges (including Jeremy) up to her death in 1991. Under the care of these contrasting matrons, Jeremy endured the usual English nursery regime of unappetising meals, perambulations in the Park, rewards and punishments. He had a teddy bear and a gollywog, and his favourite toys were a wind-up train set and a sentry box in which he could stand to attention in a miniature guardsman’s uniform, complete with bearskin.


Jeremy developed into an angelic but rather sickly boy. He was prone to chills, contracted the whole gamut of childhood diseases, and (like his sister Camilla) suffered from the petit mal form of epilepsy. (It may be noted here that Freud, in his famous essay on Dostoevsky, advances the theory that petit mal tends to be associated with two other conditions – homosexuality, and a love of gambling and risk-taking.2) In the winter of 1935, shortly before he was six, he underwent a serious health crisis: after acting as a page at a society wedding, he was convulsed with pains and found to have developed tubercular glands in his stomach. (Tuberculosis was the curse of the Thorpes, which had carried off three siblings of his father and ten of his grandfather.) For two weeks, he hovered between life and death at Great Ormond Street Hospital, his parents beside themselves with anxiety. That February, Thorpey was due to be sworn in as a King’s Counsel: before the ceremony, he went to see his son in hospital, wearing his silk gown and full-bottomed wig. In his delirium, Jeremy imagined this strangely attired figure to be the devil come to fetch him: he screamed and screamed.


He pulled through, but faced a long and hazardous recuperation. In the pre-penicillin age, the cure for tuberculosis was a regime of immobilisation; and as the London smogs were thought to be fatal to his condition, he endured six months of this treatment at a seaside villa at Rustington in Sussex, spending his days lying on a veranda in a spinal carriage, being looked after by Nanny Hoskins and a maid called Daisy, his parents visiting him when they could. When he was finally cured, he had to learn to walk again, which he did in the company of George, a smooth-haired fox terrier presented to him by his godfather, Sir Ernest Hiley.* These early experiences lent an element of stoicism to his character: they also left him with a tendency to backache, and an awkward, shuffling gait.


Back in the family home in London in the autumn of 1935, Jeremy attended a nearby day school called Wagner’s3 and began to see more of his parents. Thorpey had a natural affinity with children and a great capacity for entertaining them: he was a gifted story-teller and could produce much laughter with his imitations, especially in the Irish and North Country dialects of his own childhood. Jeremy’s wit, his talents as a raconteur and mimic, may be traced to the early influence of his father. The result of his mother’s influence, on the other hand, was to fill him with precocity and a sense of his own importance: for Ursula (who did not like children as such, and treated her daughters severely) was fiercely ambitious for her son and determined that he should make his mark upon the world. The normal parental roles were therefore reversed, as Thorpey represented the relaxed, artistic side of life, while Ursula pushed her son forward, her eyes fixed firmly on the future. Another early influence was that of his grandmother, Gwladys, Lady Norton-Griffiths, a tough old dragon living nearby in Evelyn Gardens, surrounded by the relics of a glorious past and struggling to maintain her social position: she helped instil in Jeremy a love of music and an acute class-consciousness.


His parents and grandmother were all gregarious people endowed with abundant outward self-confidence, and Jeremy was brought up in an atmosphere which imbued him with an unashamedly forward nature. His mother (like her mother before her) was an assiduous lion-hunter; his father had eminent friends through politics and the law; and from infancy, Jeremy was introduced to prominent personages and encouraged to shine in their company. Visitors to Egerton Gardens included illustrious soldiers such as Field Marshal Sir Claud Jacob; members of the aristocracy such as Lord and Lady Sackville; rich industrialists such as the Langs of Black & White whisky; and numerous lawyers and politicians. In the autumn of 1935, when he was six and a half, his father took him to the service at Westminster Abbey marking the start of the legal year, where he was photographed by the press chatting to a high court judge.4 Ursula later recalled:






It never occurred to him that anybody might not be glad to see him. Once when he was a little boy and we were at a concert, he said: ‘I want to talk to Sir Thomas Beecham.’ I replied: ‘You can’t, Jeremy, we don’t know him.’ He was quite determined and went backstage … ‘What do you want?’ asked Sir Thomas. ‘I just wanted to talk to you,’ said this little boy. After that – we always sat in the front stalls – when Beecham made his bow he would turn and give this boy an enormous wink.5








It is ironic that Ursula should mention this episode, for if Jeremy had a tendency to seek out the great and assume their goodwill, he inherited it from his mother: during her long widowhood, she was to be notorious for inviting herself to stay with anyone of importance she knew wherever she happened to be, at home or abroad.


As might be expected of a child who enjoyed such precocious relations with adults, Jeremy was not universally popular with his contemporaries. Owing to his delicate health, he was discouraged from playing with boys of his own age; and those he did get to know were invariably alarmed by his mother, who was in the habit of glaring at them through her monocle and criticising their appearance and behaviour. He was also considered to be a terrible show-off. On one occasion, Jeremy turned up at a children’s party better dressed than any of the other children, and proceeded to draw attention to himself: when the time came to go home, his smart clothes were in rags. Sir William Shakespeare, son of the Thorpes’ close friends the Geoffrey Shakespeares, later remembered him as ‘a mother’s boy’; while Baroness Trumpington (then Jean Campbell-Harris), who met him during pre-war summer holidays in Wales, recalled that she and her brothers considered him ‘a spoilt brat’.6


On the other hand, Jeremy was doted on by his sisters, Lavinia being six years and Camilla four years older than himself. They were a contrasting pair: Lavinia quiet, studious and romantic; Camilla (the prettier of the two) noisy, mischievous and temperamental. They longed to fuss over ‘Jayjay’ (as they called him) but were given little chance to do so, since Ursula (and her proxy Nanny Wynne) guarded him with a jealous possessiveness. Jeremy was the apple of his mother’s eye and could do no wrong, whereas Ursula was forever scolding her daughters, both of whom would always have difficult relations with her and come to regard her as a selfish, unfeeling woman.


Encouraged by the daredevil Camilla, Jeremy soon developed a taste for being naughty and getting away with things. Once, visiting the nursery of a schoolfellow from Wagner’s, he discovered a collection of Dinky toys which he purloined by stuffing them into his Wellington boots. (He returned them a few days later, explaining it was just a jape.)7 In Ursula’s drawing room there was a table draped with a large damask cloth under which two small boys could disappear and not be seen: Jeremy called this his ‘secret house’ and would sometimes lure a friend there, where they would engage in such intimacies as small boys are capable of. On at least one occasion this happened while a fashionable and unsuspecting tea party hosted by his mother was taking place in the room beyond.8 Thus from earliest childhood Jeremy experienced the thrill of forbidden pleasure in reckless proximity to a conventional world, with the risk of exposure and disgrace adding to the excitement.


Religion played a part in Jeremy’s upbringing. Thorpey, reacting against his father, was not much of a churchgoer, but Ursula was a regular Sunday worshipper with her children at St Peter’s, Cranley Gardens, where the vicar was firmly under her control. As an adult, Jeremy would show a broad-minded interest in spiritual matters: he enjoyed the sensual theatre of Anglo-Catholicism, found solace in the stark individualism of the Evangelicals, explored other faiths (including the occult) and detested all religious bigotry. The Archdeacon’s legacy was not wasted on him, however: traditionally there was a preaching tone in Liberal speechmaking, and Jeremy would find this came to him naturally.


Ursula encouraged Jeremy’s early interest in two aesthetic pursuits – playing the violin and collecting Chinese ceramics. Neither of these ran in the family and both seem to have been inspired by the Thorpes’ friendship with prominent Greeks living in London, Alexandre Fachiri and George Eumorfopoulos. Fachiri was an international lawyer practising at the Inner Temple whose wife Adila (née d’Arányi) was a violinist and great-niece of Joseph Joachim.9 It was a pupil of Adila, Ruth Araujo, who undertook to teach the six-year-old Jeremy the instrument: from the start, he was one of those musicians who make up in flair what they lack in application.10 Eumorfopoulos, a rich merchant, was a famous collector of Chinese porcelain; having no children of his own, he became attached to Jeremy, to whom he presented some fine small specimens from his collection, along with a copy of its printed catalogue which appeared in 1938. He even spoke of making Jeremy his heir: unfortunately he died a ruined man, but his gifts formed the nucleus of an interesting collection built up over the years by Jeremy, who at one moment thought of making a career as a professional expert in the subject. (Jeremy was always to be an ardent supporter of the Greeks, a fact which would later become evident in his attitude as a politician towards the Cyprus question.)


But the most remarkable talent which Jeremy exhibited as a boy was that of mimicry: almost as soon as he could talk he was doing brilliant impersonations, imitating not just the voices but the expressions and mannerisms of his subjects. He was encouraged in the exercise of this irreverent ability by his unusual opportunities to study the speech and behaviour of distinguished grown-ups, and presented with ideal practice material in the form of his own relations. There can have been few more welcome gifts to a boy who delighted in the art of parody than Uncle Peter, the louche baronet, with his pompous voice and camp gesticulations; Uncle Geoffry, the crusty colonel, with his limping gait and habit of repeating his expressions; or that fiery little eccentric, Great-Uncle Mumpy.


On the whole, Jeremy’s childhood, though marred by illness and subject to some unusual influences, was a happy one. But the Thorpe household, for all its outward jollity and normality, was haunted by ancestral secrets which were spoken of in whispers. The spectres of homosexuality, alcoholism, violence and mental instability hovered in the background. Whistling in the wind at night were echoes of the shot with which Empire Jack had taken his life, and of the Archdeacon’s fiery denunciations of sin. The brazen self-confidence which appeared to characterise the family owed something to a sense of inferiority deriving from a consciousness of its recent humble origins. These ‘dysfunctional’ aspects of the world in which Jeremy grew up would affect him in various ways.


Although his father’s parliamentary career was long over, Jeremy was brought up in a household which continued to have strong connections with Conservative politics. At the time of his birth in April 1929 the Prime Minister was Stanley Baldwin, a sometime associate of Empire Jack who had sent the Thorpes a silver tea service for their wedding: various leading members of his administration were friends either of Jeremy’s father or one or other of his grandfathers.* When Jeremy was a month old, Baldwin’s ministry was replaced by a Labour Government whose members were outside the Thorpe circle; but friends of Thorpey again held office in the Conservative-dominated National Government of 1931–40. These included Lord Swinton (Colonial Secretary 1931–35, Air Minister 1935–38), on whose Yorkshire estate Thorpey often went shooting; Sir Donald Somervell (Solicitor-General 1933–36, Attorney-General 1936–45), a fellow Northern Circuit barrister and friend of the Christie-Millers; and the Liberal National MP Geoffrey Shakespeare, who had been Thorpey’s closest friend in the House of Commons. Such men and their wives were frequently entertained at Egerton Gardens: their proximity helped instil in Jeremy an early awareness of the glamour and excitement of public life.


The people who contributed most to Jeremy’s early interest in politics were not, however, Conservatives. For his parents were on close terms with the Lloyd George family. This might seem odd, for not only were the Lloyd Georges Liberals, but Empire Jack had been Lloyd George’s sworn enemy, while Thorpey had helped vote him out of office in October 1922. Ursula, however, had kept up the close friendship she had formed in 1919 with Lloyd George’s daughter Megan; while Thorpey, after his marriage, similarly befriended Megan’s brother Gwilym, a gentle and humorous man like himself who served with him in the Parliament of 1922–23. (There was, however, a strong mutual antagonism between Ursula and Gwilym’s pretty wife Edna.) Every September from the mid-1920s onwards Thorpey and Ursula went to stay with Gwilym and Megan at Brynawelon, the Lloyd George family home at Criccieth in North Wales. This was presided over by the matriarchal figure of Dame Margaret Lloyd George, as ‘LG’ spent most of his time in Surrey with his secretary-mistress Frances Stevenson; and Dame Margaret seems to have fallen mildly in love with Thorpey, whose delightful company helped her forget her husband’s adultery and neglect. But the Thorpes also seem to have been popular with Lloyd George himself, who entertained them both at his London house in Addison Road, Kensington, and Bron-y-de, his country house at Churt with its famous orchard.


Though Lloyd George had fallen from power in 1922, he remained an immense figure on the national scene, venerated by millions both as the social reformer who had introduced National Insurance and ‘the man who won the war’. He continued to take a vigorous part in politics: as late as 1940, he was widely expected to return to office in some form. His personality was such that he could never be ignored; indeed, he was feared by many of the politicians in power. He was too much of an individualist to be held down by party allegiances: in 1910, he had been the most radical member of the Liberal Government; in 1920, he tried to persuade his followers to merge with the Conservatives. He split the Liberals in 1916; he led an ostensibly reunited party from 1925 to 1931, while refusing to hand over to it the large political funds he had amassed; in 1931 he effectively split from it again, henceforth leading a tiny family parliamentary group made up of Gwilym and Megan (both returned for Welsh constituencies in 1929), and Goronwy Owen, who was married to Gwilym’s sister-in-law.


The Thorpe children were brought up to consider themselves honorary members of the Lloyd George family. Lloyd George and Dame Margaret were ‘Tada’ and ‘Nain’ (grandfather and grandmother); Megan (who was Lavinia’s godmother*) was ‘Aunty Megs’, Gwilym ‘Uncle Gil’. Gwilym’s two sons, and the four children of Megan’s elder sister Olwen Carey Evans, stood in a cousinly relationship (though they did not always appreciate Jeremy: Gwilym’s son William, a normally placid boy, almost drowned him at Criccieth after some intolerable provocation).11 Jeremy liked afterwards to recall his first sighting of the great man. It was September 1935: as a treat after his long recovery from tuberculosis, Jeremy was allowed to take part for the first time in his parents’ annual visit to Criccieth, where Lloyd George was about to make one of his periodic descents. A figure in the news was Haile Selassie, Emperor of Ethiopia, whose country was threatened with imminent invasion by the Italians; as a lark, Gwilym and Thorpey decided to greet Lloyd George at Brynawelon dressed up as the Emperor and Empress. Lloyd George’s private secretary, A. J. Sylvester, recorded in his diary the memorable scene:






Gwilym wore a black beard and whiskers, which he had pulled out of his mother’s hearth rug and stuck on his chin and cheeks … Thorpey wore one of Dame Margaret’s best dresses, with a cushion underneath to form a more than adequate bust … Olwen, Megan, Mrs Thorpe and the children, carrying a huge flag of the Welsh dragon, stood behind. As LG alighted from the car, the Emperor welcomed him in broken English to Addis Ababa, while the Empress, with a delightful charm and attractive shyness, made two graceful bobs … LG was thrilled.12








Jeremy glimpsed Lloyd George at perhaps a dozen pre-war encounters – at Criccieth, during the great man’s occasional visits to Egerton Gardens, or when the Thorpes went down to have tea at Churt. Like so many of all ages, he was strongly affected by LG’s magnetic personality, his zest for life, his infectious sense of fun. Sometimes he would sit silently in a corner while ‘the Welsh wizard’ performed to a luncheon table or drawing room. He would then notice LG’s power to captivate an audience for hours on end, his ability to tune in mentally to each of his listeners, his beautiful speaking voice, his poetical language with its sparkling wit and powerful imagery. He would listen to the easy flow of LG’s conversation – a seductive mixture of gossip and reminiscence, spiced with sharp observations (including mimicry) on the personalities of the current scene. He would catch the atmosphere of intrigue which Lloyd George carried about with him, the raffish and roguish air. Slightly though Jeremy knew him, Lloyd George became his boyhood hero, and a role model for the rest of his life: one of his favourite books was a volume of the great man’s speeches, from which he frequently quoted as a child.


Although they had disliked each other, Lloyd George had much in common with Empire Jack. Both were unclassifiable individualists, enfants terribles, radicals impatient with the existing order; men of energy and imagination for whom nothing was impossible; seducer types who got their way through a mixture of charm and bullying; larger-than-life characters who led colourful private lives. In Jeremy’s imagination, his honorary grandfather Lloyd George and his own late grandfather Empire Jack seem to have merged into a kind of composite being which he set out to imitate.* He came to regard himself as Lloyd George’s spiritual heir, and was encouraged in such feelings by Megan, who adored her father and saw much of the Thorpe children. She was particularly fond of Jeremy, and seems to have helped foster within him the dream that he might be destined to complete the leadership tasks LG had begun. A schoolfriend of Camilla recalled Jeremy walking with Megan in 1938, proclaiming: ‘One day, I shall be Prime Minister …’13 It became a kind of childhood refrain, and not one which endeared him to his contemporaries.


In January 1938, shortly before he was nine, Jeremy was sent to Cothill, a fashionable school in Oxfordshire owned and run by a Major Pike which prepared boys for Eton. He disliked the spartan regime, missing home comforts and his mother’s protective influence. The other boys thought him precious with his violin, his Chinese pots, and his assertions that he was descended from a Lord Chancellor and destined to become Prime Minister. He cannot have been entirely lacking in social and leadership qualities, however, for despite a lack of aptitude for sports and games, he became captain of the school wolf cub pack, run by the headmaster’s daughter.14 But his unhappiness was palpable, and when he came home for the school holidays in the summer of 1939, his parents decided not to send him back. Thirty-four years later, asked in a BBC interview how he proposed to educate his own son Rupert (then aged four), Jeremy replied that he would quite like him to go to Eton if he proved suitable, and perhaps to his old Oxford college, but under no circumstances would he think of sending him to ‘a toffee-nosed prep school’.15


The prospect of war now loomed. The Thorpes were particularly conscious of the threat posed by Hitler owing to their friendship with Richard Weininger, a flamboyant Jewish businessman who had been born in Vienna, taken Czech nationality, lived in Germany and spent much time in London. In September 1935, when the Nuremberg Laws were proclaimed, the Thorpes had been staying with the Weiningers on their estate near Augsburg and were shocked to witness the indignities suffered by their hosts at that time. By the spring of 1939, Weininger was living in London, a refugee from Nazism but still able to carry on part of his business. Warned by him that war could not be far away and would make city life uncomfortable, the Thorpes decided to give up Egerton Gardens and move to the picturesque and fashionable village of Limpsfield on the Surrey-Kent border, where the North Downs meet the Weald.* They had spent summers there in the past and had friends in the neighbourhood, notably the wealthy Prest family. The new residence into which they moved in June 1939 was Little Heath House, a substantial gabled villa set in a walled garden. Limpsfield was to be Ursula’s home for the remaining half-century of her life, and she quickly set about establishing herself as a leading influence in the village.


Around the time of the Thorpes’ move, some of their English servants left to work in munitions factories, being replaced by two middle-aged Jewish sisters from Prague whom Richard Weininger had helped emigrate to England. One of these, Mrs Fischer, had been Prague’s leading patissière and became the Thorpes’ cook, to the delight of Ursula who found herself able, in the months before rationing, to serve meals of sensational quality; Mrs Fischer’s sibling Josée toiled as a housemaid. The presence of these refugees (who had left behind husbands they would never see again), and the visits of the Weiningers with their grim reports of continental developments, left their mark on Jeremy: he was always to abhor racial and religious persecution, and would devote much of his political career to helping refugees and political prisoners.


The family had barely settled down at Limpsfield when war broke out in September 1939. The Parliamentary Bar which had provided Thorpey with a livelihood ceased to operate owing to the suspension of civilian construction work by local authorities. However, both Thorpey and Ursula were intensely patriotic and soon found themselves occupied with useful jobs. Thorpey became personal assistant to his friend Geoffrey Shakespeare MP, then serving as a junior minister under Winston Churchill at the Admiralty. (‘His gay and charming personality,’ recalled Shakespeare in his memoirs, ‘cheered many a heavy day.’16) Ursula became billeting officer for the Limpsfield district – a job in which she was highly effective, since it was a brave household which, faced with Ursula in all her monocled formidability, dared question what she considered to be its proper quota of evacuees. Indeed, Ursula’s rage could be terrible if she ever suspected that anyone was failing to ‘do their bit’ or evading wartime regulations.


Jeremy was meanwhile sent to a local school, Hazelwood, as a weekly boarder. He seems to have been quite happy there. His school runs took him past home where he would be joined by his beloved dog George. He also saw much of his sister Lavinia, then sixteen, who was living at home studying for her Oxford responsions. Jeremy was allowed to bring schoolfriends to stay when he returned to Little Heath House for weekends; and it soon became evident that he had learned at least one lesson from his unhappy spell at Cothill. On his first weekend, he brought with him a particularly surly and oafish boy. When his mother asked him why he had befriended such a person, he replied: ‘Oh, he’s the biggest bully in the school!’


Around the time of Dunkirk, when Britain seemed likely to be invaded, many parents sought to send their children to safety on the (still quite numerous) ocean-going passenger ships. Most of those who could afford to do so organised this privately; but at the Admiralty, Thorpey was responsible for setting up the Children’s Overseas Reception Board, designed to organise the evacuation of British schoolchildren at public expense to the Dominions and United States. The pressure for places was enormous – only about 3,000 out of 200,000 child applicants (some of them lost when their vessels were sunk) had been shipped by the time the scheme was abandoned in September 194017 – but thanks to Thorpey’s influence, passages were found for Jeremy and Camilla on the Duchess of Richmond sailing for Canada in June 1940. They were destined to join their rich American aunt Kay Norton-Griffiths, who had returned to her native Boston with her own children after her husband Peter had been posted to the British Embassy in Madrid. There was a tearful parting at Euston Station, parents and children not knowing if or when they would ever see each other again. Lavinia was worried to think of the eleven-year-old Jeremy being at the mercy of the fourteen-year-old Camilla, whose behaviour was increasingly wild: at Benenden, where she had spent the past two years, she had become notorious for her St Trinian’s-style escapades and for turning girls against each other by spreading tales.


Jeremy was seasick during the Atlantic crossing,18 but when they arrived in America it must have seemed a paradise compared to wartime Britain. The Schrafft dynasty to which Kay belonged lived at West Newton, the smartest suburb of Boston, in princely style. The family fortunes had been founded by her grandfather, a Catholic German immigrant of 1849 who had purveyed confectionery to the Union Army during the American Civil War. His son had gone on to found the largest chocolate factory in the world along with a chain of popular restaurants; at an advanced age he had married a young Irish nurse, produced several daughters (of whom Kay was the eldest), and died. His brother took charge of the business, while his widow, Bertha Schrafft, continued to display the exuberance and extravagance of the chorus girl who marries the millionaire in a musical comedy, her daughters being muted versions of herself. The household which received Jeremy in America was therefore a colourful one which encouraged him in a theatrical view of life.


Jeremy and Camilla did not remain long in Boston, for after the Fourth of July celebrations the entire Schrafft household moved to Lochland, their country estate on Squam Lake in New Hampshire, where their huge clapboard mansion (now part of Dartmouth College) could accommodate up to fifty guests. It must have been an odd experience for the young Thorpes to be dwelling in this lotus land at a time when their own country was fighting for its life, especially in view of the ambiguous attitude of the Schraffts towards Hitler and the war. They were fiercely conservative Republicans, who opposed President Roosevelt and his desire to give Britain ‘all aid short of war’; they were also highly conscious of their German origins. One of their visitors at Lochland that summer was the German Consul in Boston: during his visit, Jeremy provocatively hoisted a Union Jack.19 Certainly some of the things he heard and saw that summer seem to have filled him with a lasting distaste for right-wing politics and caused him to question certain elements in his own background.


In the autumn of 1940, Jeremy was admitted to the Rectory School at Pomfret, Connecticut, where he would spend the next three years, his school holidays generally being spent at Lochland (where he kept an outboard motor) or Dartmouth College Summer Camp. Founded in 1928, the Rectory was an Episcopalian establishment which attempted to model itself on an English public school: it laid particular emphasis on smartness of dress, the boys being required to change their clothes several times a day. In other respects the regime was a comfortable one, every boy having his own room; the headmaster, the ‘Boston Brahmin’ John Bigelow, was a warm, inspiring character who imbued the school with a family atmosphere. Jeremy (as he later recalled) was very happy there, his homesickness assuaged by the presence of other English evacuees.20 He began to cultivate the art of making friends and influencing people. He won particular admiration for his gifts as a mimic: it was not long before he could reproduce the characteristic accents and expressions of almost every part of the United States.


Two events stood out during Jeremy’s American schooldays. The first was the Presidential Election of November 1940, which returned Roosevelt for an unprecedented third term. This was the first great political event of which Jeremy was conscious and he followed it with fascination: braving the disapproval of his schoolmates, who mostly came from Republican backgrounds, he declared himself enthusiastically for ‘FDR’, whom he saw as an American Lloyd George. (Years later, he was delighted to discover that Roosevelt had indeed been an admirer of Lloyd George and had studied his writings and speeches.) The second event was America’s entry into the war following the attack on Pearl Harbor in December 1941. After the call-up of the school’s ancillary staff, the boys were organised to run their own facilities: Jeremy’s job, which he enjoyed, was to look after the piggery on the school’s home farm. He was fiercely patriotic: collecting garbage to feed his pigs from neighbouring properties, he delivered stern warnings to anyone who appeared to be exceeding permitted rations.21


Twenty years later, when Jeremy liked to think of himself as a potential British ‘JFK’, he would say that his childhood sojourn in the United States had had the salutary effect of making him thoroughly egalitarian and free of snobbery. However, neither the Schrafft milieu nor the Rectory School was particularly lacking in elitism, and if Jeremy experienced a surge of democratic feeling, it can only have been by way of reaction. But his personality certainly seems to have been affected by the greater uninhibitedness of Americans, their receptiveness to new ideas, their love of showmanship. One may also wonder whether he had any adolescent homosexual experiences while in America: certainly his sister Camilla returned from that country having been confirmed in a distinct and flamboyant preference for her own sex.
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ETON
1943–48


BY JULY 1943, the Allies were winning the war, and it was time for Jeremy Thorpe and his sister Camilla, now fourteen and eighteen, to return from America, he to take up his place at Eton, she to ‘do her bit’. Passages were hard to come by, but thanks to Thorpey’s Admiralty connections they were able to cross the Atlantic in a Royal Navy cruiser. The country to which they returned was much changed from the one they had left three years earlier. Large areas of London and its surroundings had been devastated by bombing. Air raids, shortages and queueing were the commonplaces of civilian life. A great American military establishment was building itself up for the coming invasion of Europe: Lavinia worked for it, having obtained her job through a USAF colonel she would later marry. In addition to his duties at the Admiralty and BBC, Thorpey had become Deputy Chairman of Middlesex Sessions (the criminal court next to the Houses of Parliament), Chairman of the Central Price Regulation Committee, and a Bencher of the (much-bombed) Inner Temple.* Ursula did a variety of strange jobs, including cutting up dead horses for dog-food on her kitchen table. Gwladys, still vigorous at seventy, ran a forces canteen at Victoria Station. All of them lived at Little Heath House, where the staff had been reduced to a gardener and one maid-of-all-work. It was a far cry from America where the war was a distant happening and there was plenty of everything, but Jeremy was happy to be home and reunited with his family.


On 15 September 1943, Jeremy entered Eton.1 He was the first member of the Thorpe family to go there, though he had been preceded by his Norton-Griffiths uncles and Christie-Miller cousins. There was, however, an older family connection. Oscar Browning (1837–1923), a first cousin of Gwladys’ father, had been one of the outstanding Eton housemasters of the Victorian period, renowned for the manner in which he both inspired his boys and charmed their parents. In 1875 he was forced to leave, ostensibly on account of a minor irregularity in the management of his house, in reality because he was thought to have become too intimate with some of his charges – notably George Curzon, the future Viceroy and Foreign Secretary. Browning went on to become a well-known Cambridge don and writer of popular historical works; he kept in touch with his old Eton boys to the end of his long life, as well as maintaining a huge correspondence with young soldiers and sailors who wrote to him from all over the Empire, expressing gratitude for past kindnesses and usually requesting further assistance.2


Jeremy’s own housemaster was another eccentric bachelor, though not one possessing the reputation of harbouring romantic feelings towards boys in his care. Julian Lambart, known as ‘Leggy’ (from his middle name of Legge), was fifty in 1943 and had been running his house for almost twenty years. He was an old-maidish character, absorbed in the classics and a lifelong study of cathedral architecture, endlessly fussing about rules but easily deceived (and thus a gift to an accomplished prankster such as Jeremy). The true centre of power in his house, however, resided in the House Dame, Nora Byron, a legendary figure ‘of gigantic girth, stupendous energy, and boundless kindness’.3 She was a keen musician, who pressed all her boys to learn an instrument and organised them into a house orchestra, often an unusual combination for which she would arrange the music herself. Jeremy tried her sorely with his mischief, but came to have an affectionate relationship with her.


During the 1960s, Nora Byron wrote, in the third person, a book of memoirs of her years at Eton, and though she does not mention any boy by name, some have claimed to recognise aspects of Jeremy in the following (possibly composite) portrait:






Every now and then a boy would turn up who was really a first-class mimic, and M’Dame had an experience she found hard to bear with one boy. She was ringing up a master who was easy game for a mimic, and … the mimic had entered the room unbeknown to M’Dame … She was then aware that not only was the master himself answering the telephone, but another identical voice from inside the room at exactly the same moment said, ‘Speaking.’ M’Dame … vowed never again to ring up anybody when a boy was within hearing.


And then there grew an almost professional aesthete … If a boy came into the room carrying a football, he would close his eyes and … make a strange gesture of feeling ill, and the number of times he tried to get round M’Dame to let him off exercise on the flimsiest of excuses were unending … He was an amusing conversationalist, and in many ways laughed at himself, and having found himself accepted for what he was trying to be, he rather cleverly managed to keep himself on the right side of authority, but he was not persona grata with the members of the Library [the house prefects], before whom he played his most exaggerated personality.


To give him his due, he learnt a musical instrument and gave plenty of time to practise … However, he provided the House with a good deal of entertainment, as there was no end to the ingenuity with which he could produce excuses for avoiding exercise. Even London dentists … were brought into play more often than would have been possible with any other boy …4








Certainly some key elements of Jeremy’s Eton personality are here: his exhibitionism; his skill in getting out of arduous physical activity; his propensity for shocking ‘authority’ while managing to stay out of trouble; his musicianship; his gift for mimicry.


Jeremy did not possess those qualities which make for automatic popularity at public school. He had no aptitude for games; he was not academically distinguished; and he was a self-conscious boy who loved to show off. His propensity for sucking up to masters while making fun of them behind their backs won him the unflattering nickname ‘Oily Thorpe’. Schoolboys tend to be obsessed with conformity, but Jeremy, while generally keeping out of trouble, was keen to establish his credentials as a rebel. During his first weeks, he showed a disinclination to wear the regulation top hat: when told off about this, he went to the opposite extreme and wore it more often than any other boy, removing it with bows and flourishes. He trumpeted the superiority of all things American and suggested that ‘The Battle Hymn of the Republic’ be added to the Eton chapel repertoire. Everything he did seemed designed to attract attention and set himself apart from other boys.


It is traditional at Eton for junior boys to confine their friendships to their own house. Jeremy, however, had only one friend at Lambart’s – Patrick Marlowe, a boy he had known since early childhood whose parents were friends of the Thorpes.* Otherwise he had no inhibitions about making friends in other houses, as well as among the Scholars living in College, generally frowned on by ‘Oppidans’ living in houses and known as ‘tugs’. Friends made in his first year at Eton included Christopher Hurst,* nephew of Thorpey’s former commanding officer and fellow MP Sir Gerald Hurst; Piers Dixon, a diplomat’s son (and ‘tug’);† and Simon Barrington-Ward, son of the Editor of The Times.‡ Jeremy also befriended the only American boy at wartime Eton, the genial and bespectacled Richard Morgan, who had been brought up in a French château and whose mother was then a prisoner of the Germans. (Morgan would later marry Jeremy’s cousin, Sir Peter Norton-Griffiths’s daughter Anne.) All these boys shared something of Jeremy’s unconventional outlook, and (apart from Barrington-Ward, who managed to keep a foot in both camps) none of them can be said to have belonged to the Eton ‘establishment’.


Among his circle, Jeremy was known for aesthetic posing. He set out to be a dandy, only seemed interested in books about art, and decorated his room with his Chinese pots. He loved dressing up and acting out parts: during one vacation, he got friends to join him in donning velvet jackets and skull caps and going out to smoke clay pipes in cafés and pubs. The school society patronised by Jeremy and his friends was the Archaeological Society, in reality the aesthetes’ society, which had adopted its misleading name to appease the notoriously ‘robust’ Head Master, Claude Elliott: they read each other papers on literary and artistic subjects, and recited Firbank and Proust. Jeremy’s conversation, however, was light-hearted and jocular. Apart from his imitations of masters and other boys, he gave hilarious renderings of a series of goon-like characters he had invented, such as the elderly squire Sir George and his wife Mildred.* He was also given to practical jokes, and such whimsy as conducting conversations with a wooden parrot.


He also drew attention to himself by showing unusual kindness to other boys. It was normally considered ‘bad form’ to visit a sick friend in the school infirmary, but Jeremy made a point of doing so whenever any friend of his was laid up, bearing gifts of food and books. He tried to protect some vulnerable boys from bullying, including David ‘Loopy’ Lutyens, a misshapen, hypersensitive boy who responded to Jeremy’s protective attentions by developing a crush on him.† An episode which casts light on his personality took place at the end of his second half in the winter of 1944. For some weeks, a gang of boys (not including Jeremy) had been climbing out of their houses at night and conducting a campaign of practical jokes: this strayed into the realms of vandalism when they planted trees on a football ground and sabotaged the organ in Lower Chapel. One of the culprits was eventually identified as Michael Lindsay Watson. During the twenty-four hours before his premature departure from Eton, Lindsay Watson was shunned by the entire school – except for Jeremy, who made a public show of friendliness towards him and invited him to join him for a walk in Windsor Great Park.


Academically, his progress at Eton was adequate but undistinguished. Patrick Marlowe felt that ‘he never wanted to go deeply into anything, but always aimed to know just enough to get by’ – an assessment which might apply to the whole of his life. He was perhaps unfortunate in his housemaster, as Lambart only gave much encouragement to boys who, unlike Jeremy, showed promise as classicists. Later, he claimed to have been inspired by two famous teachers at Eton, the English master George Lyttelton and the historian G. B. (‘Gibbers’) Smith: but his contact with these legendary figures was in fact rather limited, and he may have been more intrigued by their (highly imitable) personalities than influenced by them in his intellectual development. Nor was he much of a reader, usually preferring to ask a friend what was in a book than look at it himself. Yet Jeremy was a clever boy who could achieve most of what he wanted if he put his mind to it: arriving at the school two years late, he soon caught up with his contemporaries, obtaining his School Certificate in the summer of 1946.


On the other hand, outside the formal curriculum, he made outstanding progress in the field of music, which flourished at Eton at that period under two remarkable musicians who successively held the post of Precentor – Henry Ley and Sidney Watson. With encouragement from Nora Byron and the school string tutor Mr Yonge, he worked hard at his violin and became one of the leading Eton violinists of his generation, along with Simon Streatfeild (later a distinguished professional performer) and Eustace Gibbs (a future diplomat): all three won the school violin prize, the Boyle Cup. At Eton concerts, Jeremy’s violin provided him with an opportunity to make a theatrical impression on the entire school: beautifully dressed, with a red handkerchief flowing from his breast pocket, his dark looks lending him a mephistophelean air, he played with panache, sometimes performing the works of little-known composers such as Nardini. Like many performers who rely on a strong sense of style, he was a poor sight reader but had an excellent ear and memory as well as a talent for improvisation: when a string snapped in mid-recital, he swore vigorously and simply carried on.


Another factor which set Jeremy apart at Eton was that his mother was more in evidence there than any other parent (apart from those employed at the school). With her monocle and fierce personality, Ursula created something of a sensation during her frequent visits: few of the boys had met anyone like her. Jeremy was always anxious to impress her and win her approval. Whenever his friends asked whether he was wise to go ahead with some proposed exhibitionist prank, he would reply: ‘I’m doing it for Ursula – it would amuse her so much!’ When he was training for the Boyle Cup, she was determined that he should win it, especially as his main rival Eustace Gibbs was the son of Lord Wraxall, whom Ursula had once hoped to marry but who had not responded to her overtures: she would turn up at Jeremy’s house several times a week to check on his practising, often bringing with her his old violin teacher, Ruth Araujo.


In spite of posing as an aesthete, Jeremy was not particularly known at Eton for homosexual escapades. (Most of those who do acquire such a reputation there go on to lead heterosexual adult lives.) He did, however, develop the usual crushes on schoolfellows, and gave his friends to understand that some of these went beyond the purely platonic. And there was one ‘incident’, notorious among those who got to hear of it, when he tried to force his attentions on a younger boy in the house lavatories, the ensuing scuffle and the escape of his victim being witnessed by at least one other boy.* Though this does not seem to have led to serious trouble, he caused astonishment by subsequently approaching every boy in the house (most of whom as yet knew nothing of the episode) with the words: ‘I know what they’re saying about me – and it’s not true!’ It was a technique of stout denial which he would employ throughout life.


Jeremy was fifteen and had been at Eton little more than a year when there occurred, on 31 October 1944, an event which affected him profoundly: the death of his father at the age of fifty-seven. A few months earlier, Thorpey had been thrown across St James’s Street by a bomb blast while emerging from the Carlton Club; and shortly afterwards he had suffered a stroke. During his school holidays, it had been painful for Jeremy to witness his father, formerly so witty and lively, in a state of dumb distress: he hitch-hiked all the way to the West Country to find a faith healer of whom he had heard and fetch him to his father’s bedside, but to no avail. The night before the funeral, there was a terrific thunderstorm: at Little Heath House, Jeremy and his sisters huddled together and wondered if their father was ‘coming back’.


By his will dated 1929, Thorpey left his entire estate to Ursula. However, there was not much to leave: his property was valued at £2,243 16s 3d. His large pre-war earnings had been used up, mostly on Ursula’s train de vie, partly on pensions paid to impoverished relatives. Ursula had some money of her own, and received a substantial sum from Thorpey’s life insurance, but it was clear that she would have to adjust to sharply reduced circumstances. This she did uncomplainingly, one friend remarking that she had ‘come down in the world better than anyone I know’. At the end of the war, she left Little Heath House and bought a smaller property in Limpsfield, a castellated Edwardian building with an acre of garden and a fine rolling view: the upper of its two storeys was converted into a separate flat which could be let. Solidly built by a local stonemason, it was named Stonewalls: Ursula would live there for the rest of her life, and it was there that certain events allegedly took place in November 1961 of which the whole country would eventually read in the newspapers.


One problem was how to provide for Jeremy’s education. Happily his rich uncle Colonel Geoffry Christie-Miller came to the rescue, setting up a trust to see him through school, university and reading for the Bar. Nor was he likely to have any trouble following his father to Trinity College, Oxford, to which Uncle Geoffry had made a large benefaction in memory of a son killed in North Africa. Jeremy visited his uncle in Cheshire and asked how he might repay his kindness. The Colonel, who owned Christy’s hat manufactory in Stockport, suggested that Jeremy should always wear a hat. Jeremy promised to do so, and indeed became a walking advertisement for the declining hat industry throughout his adult life, favouring first a brown bowler and later a trilby or homburg. He also lectured his friends on the health-promoting properties of hat-wearing, which he claimed prevented loss of heat through the head.5


Another relation who showed kindness to Jeremy at this time was his great-uncle Ralph Wood (1871–1945), Gwladys’s brother, known in the family as ‘Mumpy’, who was Thorpey’s executor and to whom Jeremy bore some physical resemblance. A cultivated but splenetic little man, he was regarded as a great eccentric, as was his wife, the former suffragette Violet Ruffer. They lived at Flint Cottage, Box Hill, a charming Regency folly with an Elizabethan knot garden which had once belonged to the novelist George Meredith: they were joined there in August 1944 by the great satirist and 1890s survivor Sir Max Beerbohm and his American wife Florence, who had been bombed out of their own house nearby. Jeremy (who was told by Mumpy that he would one day inherit the property, though in the end it passed to Violet’s brother) was a frequent visitor, and made a hit with Max, with whom he shared a keen sense of the ridiculous. That Max became another of his boyhood heroes is evident from Jeremy’s contribution to a 1972 radio programme devoted to recollections of that delightful character:






My great-uncle was himself a great eccentric and collector of superb things – he used to eat off Ming plates with James II silver and Charles I glass – so it was a perfect backdrop for Max. I stayed there as a child I suppose nine or ten times while Max was there. I remember him coming down to breakfast in a perfectly cut tweed suit with a double-breasted waistcoat and a pearl pin and then after breakfast getting out an ivory cigarette holder. It was a bad period of the war and on one occasion Max put down his newspaper with a look of anguish and his wife said, ‘What is the matter, dear?’ and he replied, ‘Florence, my dear, the toast is cold.’* I was just old enough to ask such questions as whether he had known Meredith, and he said he had come down there to see him just before he died … And then one would ask what Lytton Strachey looked like and so he offered to do a wash drawing … and there in three minutes was a devastating cartoon. He did one or two more for me – Sir William Harcourt and Whistler and others …6








It is possible to discern Max’s influence in several of the qualities Jeremy developed: a taste for wearing beautiful clothes of a type long out of fashion; a love of elaborate practical jokes; a talent for writing short witty letters garnished with humorous little drawings. Even Jeremy’s handwriting – flowing, crystalline, minuscule, exotic – bears a passing resemblance to Max’s. Max also helped him perfect his mimicry: he was an acknowledged master of this art, his specialities being turn-of-the-century royalty and stuffy old colonels holding forth in London clubs.


Ursula’s brother Peter had meanwhile returned to England after his chequered wartime career, and told the Thorpe children that he would try to take their father’s place, an announcement which they greeted with mixed feelings coming as it did from that dubious character. True to his promise, he visited Jeremy at school (Jeremy afterwards entertaining his friends with impersonations of the louche baronet); and Jeremy spent his Christmases at Kempsford Manor, the house in Gloucestershire taken by the Norton-Griffithses when Kay and her children returned from America. It is difficult to say what contribution was made to Jeremy’s education by his uncle, who was sexually interested in adolescents.


Another person of whom Ursula and Jeremy saw much after their bereavement was Megan, who suffered the loss of her own father at Criccieth on 26 March 1945. It was an emotionally complex time for her, since Lloyd George, during the last two years of his life, had distressed her first by marrying his mistress Frances Stevenson, then by accepting an earldom. Ursula and Megan comforted each other and resumed something of the intimate friendship they had enjoyed after the First World War. With the end of the Second World War in sight, party politics were resuming; and Megan, who remained MP for Anglesey, often discussed politics with Jeremy and urged him to join the Liberal Party. He began to develop romantic feelings for her: it will be remembered that something in the nature of a platonic romance had existed between Jeremy’s father and Megan’s mother, Dame Margaret, who had died in 1941.
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