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PART ONE The Disappearance











1 MIAMI BEACH



The Right Honourable Member for Walsall North is packing. It’s the morning of Tuesday 19 November 1974 at 21 Sancroft Street, an early 1960s townhouse in Kennington, south London. John Stonehouse puts three separate business suits and some shirts into his case. He adds some holiday items – casual shirt, slacks, sandals and swimming trunks – and then a raincoat. He’s been to Miami Beach before and knows it has even more rain in the month of November than London. Last but not least, two black-and-white photographs of wife Barbara and the three children go into the case before he snaps it shut.1


Stonehouse turns his attention to packing his two briefcases. Passports? Check. Traveller’s Cheques? Check. Credit cards? Naturally. Onward National Airlines ticket to Los Angeles, booked for 22 November? Check. Maps of the local area, always useful. And, of course, a paperback book. Stonehouse is currently reading John Le Carré’s Tinker, Tailor, Soldier, Spy, but he’s finding it hard going. In truth, he prefers the pacier work of Frederick Forsyth.


Barbara has agreed to drive her husband to Heathrow Airport before dashing back to central London and her job as a public relations consultant. She is beautifully groomed as always: immaculate mid-length blonde hair and a carefully co-ordinated outfit and accessories. Her husband, noted for his smart hairstyle and sharp suits, puts great store by how they look, not least because they are so regularly recognised. Not a day goes by without him saying he loves her. Just last week they celebrated twenty-six years of marriage with a candlelit dinner at La Busola in Covent Garden.2


Her husband is nearly ready. He looks around before he closes the door on the rented house they have called home for four and a half years. Barbara was once an aspiring interior designer and certainly knows how to put a room together. From the beige corduroy sofas and the white sideboard to the carefully appointed ferns and palms, it is all 1970s modernist, minimal chic. It’s the perfect look for the perfect couple.3


They settle comfortably into their Rover 3500, barely six months old. Driving a British Leyland car says ‘I’m Backing Britain’ more than any slogan, especially for a West Midlands MP. They drive down Sancroft Street, past the Duchy Arms pub, and zigzag through the neo-Georgian estate, onto Black Prince Road, and then towards Lambeth Bridge. As they go across the Thames, Stonehouse can see the Palace of Westminster and Big Ben to his right. But he’s not going there today. Heathrow Airport is fifteen miles away, and in no time at all he’ll be through another familiar haunt, Victoria, and onto the Cromwell Road.


Before long, the Stonehouses are cruising down the Great West Road, home to London’s finest stretch of 1920s architecture. It’s a road that Stonehouse has travelled many times and he knows every landmark. Past the whitewashed Pyrene factory, stretched out like a lateral wedding cake, the more regal Firestone tyre factory, set back from the road with its lavish steps, columns and decorative lamps, and then the functional red-brick Gillette factory. Fifty years on though, it’s all faded glory and heavy traffic into Hounslow West, where he and Barbara lived in the early days of their marriage.


They pull up in the drop-off zone outside Terminal 3. ‘I’ll see you in four days’ time,’ Stonehouse says, kissing his wife. He seems in a happy and buoyant mood, thinks Barbara as she watches him disappear into the futuristic building. Plans for the modernisation of the former ‘Oceanic’ terminal had been drawn up while Stonehouse was minister for aviation and it’s a symbol of 1960s optimism. The automatic doors open onto shiny marble floors, wood-clad walls and lowered ceilings that soften the harsh fluorescent light. State-of-the-art escalators criss-cross the upper floors and the constant flick and rattle of the letters on the departures board stirs even the most seasoned of travellers.


Stonehouse checks in his baggage at a British Airways desk, retaining one of his two briefcases as hand luggage. The check-in attendant does a double-take, which Stonehouse takes as confirmation that he’s on a VIP list. As he moves through light security – only Belfast flights get careful scrutiny – he feels the smiles of recognition there too, something he dislikes.


Today he isn’t travelling alone. He turns towards the departure lounge, where he has arranged to meet James Overton Charlton, the chairman of London Capital Group, one of the companies Stonehouse founded after his ministerial career ended in 1970. They have known each other since 1967 and Stonehouse thinks Jim, a trained barrister with the manner of an English gentleman, will charm the American bankers they are going to meet.


Britain’s first moving walkways take Stonehouse to the gate to meet Charlton. The two men greet each other and Charlton, who is not necessarily convinced by either the need or the prospects for this trip, is pleased to see that Stonehouse is in an ebullient mood. At the gate, drinks trolleys are loaded and the passengers soon follow. Flight BA 661 to Miami leaves on time at 13:00. As a minister, Stonehouse travelled first class, but he’s now a Labour backbencher who combines business with politics. Every penny counts, so it’s economy all the way these days. Neither the in-flight natural history film nor the Le Carré novel hold Stonehouse’s attention; he’s a people person and real life is much more interesting. Nine hours later, as the plane approaches Miami, they cross the Bermuda Triangle and land safely. They emerge to a beautiful day – no sign of rain – and temperatures in the mid-20s.


As they go through US customs and immigration, the officer asks Stonehouse how long he intends to be in the United States. A few days, he answers, and neither man is pulled over. A porter takes their cases to the car rental desk, where they pick up the keys to their car. It’s a Plymouth Fury high-end sedan in the squared-off American tradition, complete with an elongated hood to house its powerful engine.


Stonehouse does the driving. It’s a twenty-minute run to the Fontainebleau Hotel along the Interstate 195, across the causeway over Biscayne Bay and onto the island that makes up the centre of Miami Beach. It’s another art deco backdrop but, just like the Great West Road, Miami Beach has seen better days. Once the home of glamour, the fading resort is now a place where package tourists and newly retired middle-managers rub along with drug smugglers and Cuban refugees.


Soon they’re at the junction with Collins Avenue, where Stonehouse swings the Fury left alongside the Indian Creek until they get to the legendary Fontainebleau. The Mafia-backed hotel saw Sinatra welcome Elvis in 1960 when he finished military service in Germany, and they went on to film a TV special together inside. And it was home to the iconic opening shots of Goldfinger ten years ago. How Bond fans like Stonehouse admired Sean Connery’s elegant dive into the Olympic-sized pool.


Stonehouse and Charlton hand over the car to one of the attendants in the sweeping semi-circular drive of the hotel and give their luggage to a bellboy. They pass under the white layered slabs that make up the stylish portico roof, through the revolving gold-edged doors and into the main lobby where receptionists are waiting. The foyer bustles with a mix of corporate conference-goers and overseas holidaymakers trying to capture some of the hotel’s former celebrity.


When Stonehouse stayed here earlier in the month, he was in the main building with an incredible view of the ocean, but this time he is put in the less glamorous multistorey tower, some 150 metres away, the other side of the tennis courts. A former owner deliberately built this standalone ‘north tower’ on the outer edge of the Fontainebleau land to cast a shadow over the neighbouring Eden Roc’s swimming pool. The dastardly ploy eventually worked; on his previous visit, Stonehouse noticed that the Eden Roc was completely deserted, apparently closed indefinitely.


The Englishmen are shown to rooms on the same corridor and dine together in the main hotel. They drag out time until 10pm – 3am UK time – when they give in to their jetlag and make their way back to the tower. They agree to meet at 10am after Stonehouse has made his business calls.


Stonehouse is up well before then and dresses in a checked sports shirt and linen trousers. He doesn’t approve of room 2425, which he thinks tastelessly ornate, but he won’t be staying there long and has calls to make. One is to his secretary back in London, Sheila Buckley, another to his personal assistant, Philip Gay, and the rest don’t take long. He suggests to Charlton that they go to the beach earlier than planned. Stonehouse puts on his beach sandals and Charlton raps on the door to collect him. They make their way to the Cabana Club beach-side bathing area, past Sean Connery’s diving board. Stonehouse isn’t tempted: for him, the Atlantic Ocean is preferable to a chlorinated pool any day of the year. He is a keen open-water swimmer, a fact that has seen Barbara beg him not to swim out so far, for fear he’ll never come back.


As guests of the hotel, Stonehouse and Charlton pass the manned cash desk and turnstile without charge. Stonehouse immediately slips off his sandals and trousers, revealing swimming trunks underneath. Charlton, on the other hand, is neither pre-equipped nor enthusiastic, and declines to go into the water. Stonehouse asks the Cabana Club attendant to look after his things and she recognises him from a previous visit.


He then heads straight past the lifeguard to the sea. The Atlantic hits the entire length of Miami Beach and Stonehouse plunges straight in. Charlton finds a spot in the sunshine on one of the breakwaters and watches his colleague swim out to sea some 200 metres. He is momentarily distracted by the local characters walking up and down the beach, and when he turns back to the ocean Stonehouse is nowhere in sight. Charlton anxiously scans the beach, the water, the horizon, looking for a recognisable silhouette. Then he spots Stonehouse emerging some way down the beach, and jogging back to join him.


Stonehouse takes a seat next to Charlton on the rubble breakwater and they chat away. Stonehouse begins to open up to Charlton about his plans for the future. He explains that he thinks his businesses need another four years to mature and then after that he’ll be able to sell them and return to politics in a much more active capacity. Charlton isn’t surprised: after all, this is a man who started his political journey in the 1950s thinking one day he would reach the top and become Labour leader and prime minister.4


The tête-à-tête over, Stonehouse gets his clothes back from the Cabana Club cash desk and they go to their rooms to get ready for their meeting. Stonehouse met the Southeast First National Bank of Miami last month and is hoping that the US regional bank will expand into Europe by acquiring shares in London Capital Group. They drive to the bank in the Plymouth Fury and arrive in good time for their midday appointment. They meet with Richard Stewart, a fellow Brit, and Charles Williams, respectively VP and assistant VP of the International Division of Southeast First National Bank of Miami. The two men take Charlton and Stonehouse to the McAllister Hotel for lunch, where they eat at the Bull and Bear, a British-themed restaurant. Stewart and Williams patiently listen to the pitch, but they’re no more interested than their colleague John Odgers was two weeks earlier. You can’t blame a chap for trying, thinks Stewart.5


From Charlton’s point of view, the meeting is enjoyable enough but, as he suspected all along, the First National’s international business doesn’t extend to the type of deal Stonehouse is after. Stonehouse, however, appears to believe the meeting has been a success and seems happy. Charlton thinks that strange given they’d achieved nothing nor met any significant executives. He is glad he has other business to do in the States, so the trip won’t be a complete waste of time.


After the meeting, they drive back to the hotel and hand over the Fury to the ever-attentive parking attendants. They cross the Fontainebleau lobby – its tiled floor depicting black bow ties – on the way to their tower. Stonehouse suggests they go their separate ways for a rest and meet again at 7pm for drinks in the hotel bar. He says he wants to do some shopping, and might even take another swim. At around 5pm, Stonehouse checks in his clothes with Cabana Club secretary Helen Fleming. She’s the same woman as earlier, he notes. Older than him, hair set short in curls, this is not the kind of woman Stonehouse can easily flirt with, but he makes small talk anyway before heading for the beach.


A couple of hours later, Charlton finishes up a relaxing afternoon reading in his room and makes his way to the bar for seven o’clock sharp. He orders a drink and exchanges some idle chit-chat with the bartender, but after half an hour of people-watching, Charlton concludes that Stonehouse must either still be shopping or have fallen asleep. He’s only a little annoyed. He phones Stonehouse’s room but when there’s no reply decides to go for a walk around the hotel grounds for half an hour. Back at the bar Charlton has a chat with a group of insurance brokers attending a convention but Stonehouse fails to materialise. An hour and a half after they were due to meet, Charlton becomes concerned: what if he’s collapsed and is lying unconscious in his room?


He asks housekeeping to open up room 2425 and a maid comes along with a key. They enter the room, but there’s no sign of Stonehouse – conscious or unconscious. In fact, the room just looks like that of someone who has gone to the beach for a swim. Belongings are strewn around randomly across the two double beds. One has a set of used clothes on it, and a zip document case with maps, a paperback novel, a photograph and some stationery. On the other bed, the sheets are pulled back as though it has been used. On the bedside table between the two beds lies Stonehouse’s watch and another family photograph, and on top of the television is a confidential report, marked up for the Garrett Corporation of Los Angeles. And on the dresser is a brown combination-lock briefcase, loose change and keys, including those for a Plymouth Fury car. Charlton can’t see the clothing Stonehouse wore to the beach that morning, which convinces him that his business associate went swimming.


Charlton double-checks for the car and their Plymouth Fury is still in the hotel garage. This alarms Charlton further and he reports the mystery to security staff and management. Then he remembers how Stonehouse left his clothes with the lady at the beach club cash desk that very morning. He calls the Miami Beach Police and tells them what has happened and then asks hotel security if they can go along with one of the guards to investigate the Cabana Club.


A security guard shines a torch through the window of the hut and there on the shelf is a bundle of clothes – mesh loafers, khaki trousers and an orange and black checked shirt – that Charlton recognises, without a doubt, as Stonehouse’s. He and the security guard walk onto the beach, but there is no sign of Stonehouse. Charlton goes back to the hotel and then makes his way down to the Miami Beach Police office at 100 Meridian Avenue. But when he gets there, the police have disappointing news: there’s really nothing they can do until daylight. Charlton is warned against contacting Stonehouse’s wife, as experience shows that missing people often turn up within twenty-four hours. The police assure a distraught Charlton that they will issue a ‘be on the lookout’ message to any officers on patrol.


Charlton is utterly convinced that his long-time acquaintance and business associate went swimming that afternoon, never to return to collect his clothes. In fact, he is utterly convinced he has drowned. But this isn’t the first time John Thomson Stonehouse has disappeared from the Fontainebleau Hotel, Miami Beach, Florida. It’s just that no one had noticed before.










2 DEAD OR ALIVE?



At 9.30am on Thursday 21 November, Miami police officer Patricia Evans arrives at the Fontainebleau Hotel to search room 2425. She explains herself to reception in her nasal Florida twang and makes her way across to the multistorey annex where Stonehouse had been staying. There she meets James Charlton. They enter Stonehouse’s hotel room and break into his brown combination-lock briefcase. Evans lists the contents: two British passports in the name of John Stonehouse, one expired, one current; a folder of personal business cards; an array of cheque books and credit cards; a Hertz rental contract for the Plymouth Fury; and a National Airlines ticket to LA for the following day.


Charlton phones Stonehouse’s personal assistant Philip Gay to tell him that Stonehouse is officially missing. He thinks the time has come to tell Barbara and they agree that Gay should go to the family home on Sancroft Street. Barbara knows Gay and holds him in high esteem. The 30-year-old is an ex-army man in his first job on civvy street. He took it in the hope that John Stonehouse, MP and entrepreneur, could show him the ropes in the world of business. As Gay makes his way across London and heads south to Kennington, he tries to work out how to break it to Barbara, who thinks he is coming to deliver a package. He is no stranger to imparting sad news, but this is quite different to his army experiences. He has even brought his wife Caroline with him for support.1


Barbara is home alone when he arrives. She is surprised to see Caroline, and Gay has little choice but to tell her straight away. Barbara goes into complete shock and her anguish is plain to see. The Gays sit with her and try to comfort her, and then her two daughters arrive at the house. Gay has to repeat the news all over again. Jane, 24, and Julia, 23, are no less distraught. Now someone has to tell 14-year-old Mathew, who is away at boarding school.


John McGrath, an old business associate and non-executive director of Stonehouse’s import-export business, is told too. He rings round colleagues, including Sheila Buckley, Stonehouse’s long-serving secretary. ‘Oh Sheila,’ he says. ‘Have you heard the news?’ But she refuses to believe he is dead and then the phone in the hallway outside her Hampstead bedsit rings again. This time it’s her sister Olwen, who has also heard that Stonehouse is dead. News of her boss’s disappearance and suspected death is repeated, but Buckley remains unconvinced. She refuses her sister’s offer to visit. It’s hard to explain, she says, but her intuition tells her he is still alive.2


Buckley is not the only one who finds the news hard to believe. Prime minister Harold Wilson has just returned from the funeral of Irish president Erskine Childers in Dublin and is alone in his study with the head of his policy unit, Bernard Donoughue. In the general election six weeks earlier, Wilson became prime minister for the fourth time, equalling Gladstone’s record. It was a satisfying triumph over Conservative leader Ted Heath, a man he dislikes, but his overall majority is now only three and the Labour party is far from united. Then there’s the small detail of an unprecedented economic crisis driven by rocketing oil prices in the Middle East and striking coal miners at home. Northern Ireland is in turmoil and the IRA are bombing the mainland.


And there’s one other difficult issue, the one that Wilson and Donoughue, a former academic who is now part of the inner circle, are discussing: the ‘common market’ of the European Economic Community. Britain joined nearly two years ago under Heath, and Labour, like the rest of the country, is bitterly divided on the subject. The PM knows it’s tricky, but the veteran politician has seen everything before. Although not quite, it turns out.


The study door swings open and his private secretary for overseas affairs, Lord Tom Bridges – 2nd Baron, Eton and Oxford – glides in: ‘It’s John Stonehouse, the member for Walsall North. We’ve just heard via Washington that he’s missing, presumed drowned off the coast of Miami.’ Wilson takes a long puff on his pipe. It’s a well-worn technique he uses to buy time. ‘I wonder,’ he asks, ‘what is his majority?’ Bridges has done his homework: with a majority of 15,885, Walsall North is one of Labour’s safest seats. Wilson nods and Bridges leaves the room, pleased he saw the PM’s question coming.3


The door closes and Wilson immediately turns to his policy chief. ‘I very much doubt Stonehouse has drowned,’ he says. Donoughue is never quite sure if his boss’s pronouncements are based on shrewd insight, or a tip-off from one of his many highly connected friends. But before he can respond, Wilson carries on. ‘It’s probably some kind of trick. I never did trust him anyway.’4


That is not quite true. Wilson made Stonehouse an under-secretary in 1964 and gave him a succession of ministerial positions. It wasn’t until 1970, and Labour’s loss in that year’s general election, that he dropped him. He will send condolences to Barbara, but any warm feelings for the man himself have long since gone. The loss of an MP is an irritation given the government’s small majority but if Bridges is right, it will be only a temporary problem.


The meeting over, Wilson summons Joe Haines up to his study to tell him the news. Haines is a London docker’s son with a fine turn of phrase and a nose for a story. He was a confidante of Wilson while political editor of The Sun before becoming his press secretary on 1 January 1969. They have an easy relationship. ‘Our friend Stonehouse has disappeared. He went swimming, left his clothes folded up. They think it might be suicide. Do you believe it?’ says Wilson. ‘No,’ says Haines. ‘Neither do I,’ replies the PM and they both laugh.


Wilson then makes his way along the corridor to the White Drawing Room, one of 10 Downing Street’s state rooms, where he is giving a party for the journalists who followed his election campaign. Haines has a low regard for the lobby and keeps his distance, but the party morphs into a press conference, the guests are slow to leave and it is 10pm before the PM is ready to go home to Lord North Street where his wife Mary has insisted they live this time. Just as he opens the door of Number 10 to leave, he is called back. In Birmingham, IRA bombs have exploded in two pubs packed with socialising youngsters and there are reports of serious casualties. The soft Dublin rain and mournful crowds suddenly seem a long time ago.


Wilson wakes up on Friday 22 November to a Birmingham death toll of seventeen. All the papers lead on the bombing. ‘Slaughter By IRA Bombs’ is splashed across the front page of the Daily Express. But after the paper’s initial pages of an hour-by-hour countdown to the horror of Birmingham, an entirely different story appears at the top of page seven: ‘Riddle of Lost MP: Ex-minister feared drowned in sea off Miami Beach’. Stonehouse was considered one of the ‘bright young men of the Labour Party,’ says the article, with a ‘meteoric rise under Harold Wilson’. It’s a rise Wilson would rather the newspapers forgot.


Happily for the PM, the rest of the media don’t mention their shared history. Bar the odd snippet taken from the news wires, it would seem Wilson’s one-time bright young man no longer warrants media coverage. The American papers agree. Veteran detective Lieutenant Jack Webb of the Miami Beach Police says everything points to a drowning incident. It seems that police file no 383655 will soon be closed and consigned to a filing cabinet.5


But for Stonehouse’s family and associates, the trauma is just beginning. Barbara is under sedation and is slowly coming to terms with the news. As she recovers from the initial shock, she remembers all the arguments she’d had with her husband about how far out he would swim whenever they were by the sea. How he’d go into the water and just swim straight towards the horizon and disappear. The whole family begged him not to, asking him to swim laterally instead, for fear he would get hit by a boat if he went too far out. In the end, they compromised on him checking back once an hour, but that is of no comfort to Barbara now that she is confronting the harsh reality of her husband’s disappearance.


She is increasingly concerned that the usual air and sea search that’s being undertaken by Miami police won’t be enough. Perhaps her husband had swam so far out he’d been caught in an altogether different current or stream. She needs help on the ground and turns to Gay. She asks him to fly to Miami, as Charlton is coming back on Sunday, to take over as her eyes and ears. Barbara sees Gay as an extremely tough man, a man who has done three tours of Belfast, and she knows he’ll leave no stone unturned. She also asks her sister Eileen, who lives in the US, to look into it. Stonehouse’s cousin who lives in Miami might also be able to help.


In the Saturday papers, the press look to be giving up on the story, with hopes of Stonehouse being found alive fading even for the Daily Express. The Times tracks down Sheila Buckley, and she grants them an interview. She tells them that he is a very strong swimmer and tended to swim out a long way. ‘It’s the only recreation he had,’ she says. ‘He hated other sports.’ But interest is waning and the story is relegated to ‘overseas news’. The PM is relieved. In the left-leaning and well-briefed Guardian, talk is turning to slim majorities, by-elections and how out of favour Stonehouse was anyway. And he had once seemed destined for such high office, sighs the faux-lament of its political correspondent.6


On Sunday 24 November, James Charlton returns to London, and Gay flies in to Miami International. Barbara trusts both men: Charlton has her husband’s best interests at heart and Gay will make sure everything is investigated thoroughly. She is sure she’ll speak to Gay every few hours as she had been doing with Charlton; there’s no need for her to fly out there herself. Gay moves into a room at the Fontainebleau. He thinks his boss drowned, but he wants to keep an open mind.


So do the FBI, who appear on the scene the following day. Miami Beach Police have changed their tune over the weekend. Lieutenant Jack Webb now says it’s unprecedented for a drowned person not to be washed ashore within thirty-six hours and remarks that no one from the hotel saw him near or in the water that afternoon.


Stonehouse’s disappearance goes from cop-shop enquiry to a national investigation. The Fontainebleau lifeguard Francisco Gordillo confirms he didn’t see him in the water. ‘There is no way he could have gone into the water without me seeing him,’ says Gordillo. ‘I would have seen him for sure. You can see anything for a long distance, a few miles out. I would have seen him swim out and I would keep my eye on him until he came back.’ He says he clearly remembers blowing his whistle at the water’s edge that evening to confirm he was going off duty, and there was no sign of anyone on the quarter-mile beach. Police are confident that no sharks were spotted on that day either. Police file no 383655 swells to seven pages and remains open.7


The secretary at the Cabana Beach Club, Helen Fleming, has also talked to the police. She is the last person to have seen Stonehouse alive. Fleming says that Stonehouse specifically asked her to look after his clothes twice on the same day, and made distinct small talk with her. She thinks it was all a deliberate ploy to make sure she remembered him. She had thought it strange on both occasions, given the number of lifeguards and attendants, that he wanted her to mind his belongings. ‘I don’t like this case,’ says Webb. ‘There are easy answers to some things, like the last time he was seen. But then – nothing.’


With the FBI on board, the hunt moves inland and dental records are sought. They are looking at the possibility that Stonehouse was kidnapped, or is still alive but suffering from amnesia. The FBI asks Scotland Yard to share any information they have on Stonehouse’s business and personal interests, but Philip Gay assures both forces that his boss didn’t have any unusual worries or a depressive illness. Stonehouse didn’t seem to have any business problems, adds Kazi Ahmed, another close associate. Charlton backs this up. Accountants have recently checked his businesses’ finances and everything is in order.8


Exactly a week after he left from Miami, Stonehouse’s family break their silence. If, as the FBI suspect, he hasn’t drowned, perhaps he will see the news and realise how well loved he is. Barbara has moved out of London to their rented country cottage in Hampshire – Faulkners Down House near Andover – but the press is still doorstepping her. She hopes a statement will give her some respite.


‘I’m sitting here waiting and hoping,’ she tells the Daily Mirror, and they run the story alongside a photograph of her with her husband looking glamorous and insouciant at a black-tie ball in 1968. She adds to Buckley’s earlier statement: her husband was fond of open-water swimming any time of year, in any weather. Rosina Stonehouse, her mother-in-law, has reached a different conclusion: my son is dead, she tells the papers.9


Contrary to the view of Gay and Ahmed, Barbara does reveal that Stonehouse met with lawyers just before he went away. He wanted to sue Private Eye over an article on 15 November that was critical of his businesses. There was one key revelation: Keith White, a former general manager of London Capital Group, is suing Stonehouse for £10,000.10


Other rumours start to fly about his multiple intertwining companies and what was really going on. But Barbara isn’t particularly surprised. Her husband had always been aggressive in everything he’d done and some people don’t like that. This doesn’t sound much different. She knows that her husband has work issues – she overhears him on the telephone sometimes – but who in business doesn’t? His business worries were no greater than anyone else’s, she concludes. They just get more press attention.


Barbara doesn’t need these media distractions. She is focused on understanding how he could have drowned yet his body has not been discovered. Her sister Eileen approaches the School of Oceanography in Miami for details on the tides and currents. Barbara wants to know if it’s possible that he got himself caught in the Gulf Stream. They didn’t start looking for him until fourteen hours after he disappeared. If he was in the Gulf Stream, that travels between 5–10 knots an hour. His body could have gone a jolly long way, thinks Barbara.


But the whispers of those in the know are growing louder: about the British Bangladeshi Trust bank he co-founded and chaired (and since rebranded London Capital Group), and the adverse publicity around its share issue two years ago. There’s also the question of the resignation of four directors from his various companies in recent months. They include White, who wants his £10,000, and it turns out that the publicly supportive Kazi Ahmed has also recently resigned from London Capital Group. Another of Stonehouse’s twenty companies, Global Imex, saw directors resign too, while former managing director Peter Collaro claims Stonehouse owes him £5,000. Stonehouse had told Collaro he’ll get his money once he’s back from Miami.11


On 27 November, Joe Haines is called by the Daily Mirror. ‘Have you seen the Stonehouse story?’ he is asked. A member of the public has written to the prime minister making serious allegations. The Daily Mirror and the Daily Mail have been stirring the Stonehouse pot for a few days now, but this line is a new one. Haines’s Downing Street team unearth the letter, which is from a Reverend Michael Scott, dated 24 November. Scott knows Stonehouse from their shared time in East Africa and he now claims that £1 million is missing from a relief fund for Bangladesh that Stonehouse chaired. Haines calls the Mirror’s political editor Terry Lancaster who says they have a copy of the letter and Scott is in their offices.


Elsewhere in Number 10, Bernard Donoughue also receives a Stonehouse call. This one is from a Winchester solicitor, Michael Hayes, a nephew of Stonehouse’s. He has been approached by the Daily Mail who have heard that Stonehouse has not drowned but is still alive in the US. Stonehouse rumours are now running all over Fleet Street and Haines knows that the story needs to be gripped.


Then Haines notices something else in Scott’s letter. He claims that a Czech defector by the name of Josef Frolík is about to break cover, and is going to name Stonehouse as a Soviet-bloc agent. This isn’t necessarily surprising; after the Kim Philby and Cambridge Spies security scandal, any disappearance is looked at for espionage links. Haines takes the letter to the prime minister and they discuss it. The Czech story has political danger written all over it. Wilson recalls an investigation into the Czech allegation in 1969, but tells Haines it turned out to be baseless. You can deny that story completely, he says. Haines calls the Daily Mirror back to do so and when they carry a Stonehouse story on 28 November, Bangladesh is the issue they run with.


When it comes to Stonehouse’s nephew and the Daily Mail’s story that he is still alive, Wilson chooses his words carefully. He tells Donoughue to tell Hayes that no information has reached the prime minister’s office from a newspaper about the circumstances of Stonehouse’s disappearance and that they know no more than they are reading in the papers. It’s not a denial and it’s not enough to kill the story. On the same day that the Daily Mirror run with the Bangladesh angle, the Daily Mail has an interview with Lieutenant Webb in Miami. He’s officially no longer satisfied with drowning as an explanation.12


Number 10 needs to get to the bottom of this. The prime minister’s office asks the Foreign Office whether the US authorities know anything about Stonehouse’s fate – ‘No,’ they reply, but Interpol have been alerted – and the Department of Trade (DoT) are told to look into the Bangladesh allegations.13


Much to Number 10’s dismay, the story ramps up again. An old business associate comes forward to say that, although Stonehouse always seemed very suave and in control, it was a big front. In reality, he was always bluffing, and just exploited his old political contacts and status as an ex-minister to win business. Family friends from back in Southampton, Stonehouse’s hometown, emerge with their tuppence worth. The consensus is he lost sight of his youthful, idealistic vision and became seduced by the good things in life. One old friend who saw him just a couple of months ago says she was surprised he hadn’t got a top job under Wilson this past February and thinks he has become sleek and pompous.14


When Stonehouse was missing, presumed drowned, his story was just a footnote. Now that there’s darkness and intrigue, it takes on a momentum all of its own. The Miami Beach Police refuse to rule out that the disappearance was of ‘a voluntary nature’, and as a result the FBI is investigating an idea that both the prime minister and Barbara Stonehouse dread: that the MP for Walsall North hasn’t drowned at all but has, in fact, faked his own death.15










3 THE PROBLEM THAT WON’T GO AWAY



Stonehouse’s personal assistant, Philip Gay, returns to the UK on 28 November. He updates Barbara, but the latest news from the so-called Sunshine State is anything but bright. The local police and FBI have now reverted to the theory that Stonehouse drowned, but there is still no evidence in the form of a body. It is a week since Stonehouse disappeared and without that body, public interest is growing.


The tabloids drag up rumours of other women in Stonehouse’s life and Barbara issues a statement through family solicitor Michael Hayes. She says she and her husband are absolutely devoted to each other. ‘There is no other woman,’ Hayes says. And then, apropos of nothing: ‘There is no other man.’ The comment just hangs in the ether, at liberty to be interpreted whichever way. There’s never been any public suggestion that Stonehouse was bisexual.1


The reporters at the nation’s two broadcasters, the BBC and ITV, don’t pick up on this when Barbara reluctantly agrees to be interviewed. The russet and mustard sitting room of the Stonehouse’s country home is a colourful contrast to the muted tones of Sancroft Street and Barbara is as polished as ever. She presents Gay’s latest findings and concludes, ‘I’m afraid we think he must be dead. We’ve been waiting and hoping but we’ve been told it must have been a drowning accident.’


Her interviewer pushes her on this: ‘Why are you so sure when others haven’t been?’ ‘Because of the evidence,’ explains Barbara, poised and calm. ‘He was due to meet for drinks at seven o’clock, but he didn’t turn up and didn’t turn up for dinner either. At that stage, they broke into his room and found everything there – all his belongings, his passport, his money, quite a considerable sum of money – and then they went down to the beach to have a look in the beach hut and found the clothes he’d left were still there. Frankly, that is all the evidence that we have and any attempt to find any other evidence has come to a dead end.’


The reporter then puts another reading of events to this grieving woman. ‘There is a suggestion,’ he begins, ‘that he may have disappeared…’ – Barbara’s gaze drops and she plays with her hands – ‘… Or committed suicide on account of business interests going wrong.’ Barbara looks uncomfortable for the first time, but firmly responds: ‘We discount all that. It’s just, I’m afraid, rubbish. As a political family we get used to all kinds of non-stories making the headlines, but this is not on. It’s not in his character. He liked life too much.’2


While Barbara is in the spotlight, the Labour Party annual conference, held in London for the first time since the Second World War, enters its second day. Every newspaper contains several column inches of Stonehouse backstory and his colleagues from the previous Labour government don’t believe he’s dead. Wilson, under pressure from the Labour left, could do without reminders of his once-close association with the man. His canny press secretary Haines briefs Gordon Greig, political correspondent for the Daily Mail, that Wilson long ago saw through him and that money had turned the young romantic into a hard-nosed businessman.3


Whatever she says publicly, Barbara thinks that it was odd, the way her husband had taken to carrying two briefcases instead of one. She calls his loyal former parliamentary private secretary, William Molloy, now Labour MP for Ealing North, and tells him she hasn’t heard anything from any of Stonehouse’s close friends or the Foreign Office. In fact, she’s only had one official call – from a mid-ranking police officer. She wonders if Molloy knows anything she does not? Molloy is non-committal. He suspects a lot but he doesn’t want to share any of it with Barbara.


Instead, just before 4pm on Monday 2 December, Molloy makes his way to the Foreign Office on Whitehall, where he has arranged to meet junior minister Lord Owen Goronwy-Roberts. He tells the Welshman of his concerns that the ambitious Stonehouse was a man with enemies. His car had been blown up by a bomb in a Heathrow car park just six months before and Molloy wonders whether there was more to it than a suspected IRA act. He also doubts that his friend drowned, because he was such a strong swimmer. ‘Perhaps he has been murdered?’ he asks. Goronwy-Roberts says that, unfortunately, his hands are tied and no public statements can be put out until there is definitive information. However, he assures Molloy that the British ambassador in Washington is taking a personal interest and is about to pass on a personal message to Barbara. Molloy seems happy that Goronwy-Roberts is doing everything in his power and agrees to try to dampen the sensationalism of the press.4


It doesn’t quite work out like that. The next day Molloy is quoted in all the newspapers, saying his friend had ‘enemies everywhere’ and that Stonehouse may well have been ‘destroyed’, possibly even at the hands of the Mafia. Barbara can’t believe this. How could Molloy think that her husband could possibly have been in close contact with such people? Banking and importing and exporting are so respectable. You’re always going to make enemies in public life, thinks Barbara, but how could it be so serious they’d take his life? No. It’s not possible, she tells herself.5


A couple of days later, Wilson sees the notes of Molloy’s meeting with Goronwy-Roberts. In his own neat hand he writes, ‘Do the police confirm it was JS’s car which was bombed? Did they have any discussion with JS about it and did he mention possible enemies?’ He asks the Home Office to look into it.


Home Secretary Roy Jenkins gets his principal private secretary Hayden Phillips on the case. Some ten days later, Phillips replies to Downing Street. He confirms that Stonehouse’s car at the time, which he’d left at Heathrow, was indeed blown up during the explosion on 19 May, and that there is not much doubt that the Provisional IRA were responsible. Stonehouse didn’t mention any enemies when he was interviewed by police after he returned to the country on 20 May, Phillips reports.6


With one conspiracy theory laid to rest, Number 10 should be able to breathe a sigh of relief, but Stonehouse’s absence is affecting Wilson’s ability to govern. Bob Mellish, Labour’s chief whip and resident of 12 Downing Street, has the job of getting Labour’s 319 MPs to stick together. Like Haines, he is Bermondsey born, supports Millwall and is the glue in Wilson’s fourth administration. But to do his job, he needs to know where everyone is and there is one missing MP who never told Mellish he was going overseas in the first place. Stonehouse just left a note on the desk of fellow West Midlands MP and Labour whip, Betty Boothroyd, thanking her in advance for ‘allowing me to pair today’.7


Mellish buttonholes Wilson on 4 December after the PM returns from a working dinner with the French president Giscard d’Estaing. He reminds him that the absence of a sitting MP for the safe seat of Walsall North is problematical and that, were two more vacancies to occur, Labour would lose its overall majority. The standing committees, where the detail of parliamentary legislation is thrashed out, are already proving difficult and the situation needs to be sorted as soon as possible. He has discussed it with the national agent of the Labour Party who wants a February by-election, which means selecting a candidate in January. If death is established before the House resumes in January, there’s no difficulty, but if this isn’t the case, they need options. Mellish presents Wilson with two. They can encourage Barbara – ‘in her own interests’ – to apply for a presumption of death, something that hasn’t been necessary in the House since the war. Or, leaving Barbara aside, they can invite the House to declare that the seat is vacant. Either way, the path would then be open for a by-election and Mellish encourages the PM to consider these alternatives.8


On 11 December, Stonehouse’s 27-year-old secretary Sheila Buckley is back in the papers – but not because she’s got more to say on her boss’s extraordinary swimming ability. ‘Why was Sheila at MP’s Flat?’ asks the Daily Mirror’s headline. The article describes her as an ‘attractive’ divorcee, and she has a striking facial resemblance to a young Barbara. The news they have is that Buckley lived at Stonehouse’s one-bedroom flat at Vandon Court in Victoria. People from the block recognise photographs of her and claim she’s lived there months, if not years. Only Buckley’s father, Leslie Black, a butcher, says otherwise, claiming that she used to stay with her sister during the week and come back to the family home in Abbey Wood at the weekends. It is not lost on anyone that Stonehouse’s family townhouse is only just over the river from his flat.9


Before that story can gather momentum, Barbara steps in. ‘There’s no mystery,’ she tells reporters. ‘It has been rented as an office-cum-pied-à-terre and for the past two years he has allowed Mrs Buckley to use it. She’s been paying the rent, but has now found alternative accommodation.’ The flat might not be news to Barbara, but it certainly is to Bob Mellish. Vandon Court, he notes, is definitely not registered with the Whip’s Office.10


Friday 13 December, that unluckiest of days, brings the grimmest news yet for the Stonehouse family. Miami Beach Police find a concrete coffin in Fort Lauderdale, twenty miles along the coast from the scene of Stonehouse’s disappearance. It has been smashed open, a body removed, and pieces of the concrete have been found on a beach within walking distance of the Fontainebleau. Albert Laine, a middle-aged plain clothes cop, is head of the Lauderdale Lakes Police. This so-called ‘concrete overcoat’ is typical of a Mafia killing, he drawls. Scotland Yard asks Laine to fly across samples of blood and hair taken from the coffin to determine if they belong to Stonehouse.11


But Stonehouse isn’t the only man mysteriously missing in south-east Florida. A commodities broker called J. David Shaver has disappeared in similar circumstances, in the same time frame: belongings left behind, nobody notified, just gone. Laine considers Shaver, also believed to be six foot two inches, to be another possible inhabitant of the concrete coffin. Shaver was trying to finance a cement deal that involved both Stonehouse and a Nigerian businessman called Sylvester Okereke. It’s one of many international deals of this kind that Stonehouse was trying to cut, and has now left in limbo. Even more intriguingly, Okereke was last seen on 18 November on a Thames houseboat in Teddington, south-west London and is now a third missing man.12


For the public, the complexities of the Stonehouse story is an escape from the grim reality of a strike-bound, IRA-bombed country, but for Barbara and her family it is an enormous strain. Jane, for one, already suffers from a terrifying recurring nightmare where her father is eaten by sharks. Journalists are camped outside Faulkners Down House and calling at all hours of the day and night. The family’s idea of an honourable public servant has been replaced by an altogether different character, and Barbara is powerless to do anything about it.13


This has also been hard on Stonehouse’s 80-year-old mother, Rosina. She’s a former mayor of Southampton, but she’s never been in the Westminster spotlight. Being called throughout the night and asked questions like ‘Is your son the man they discovered in that slab of concrete having been killed by the Mafia?’ or ‘Did your son live apart from his wife between 1969 and 1972?’ and ‘Was he a womaniser who kept a flat just for this purpose?’ is no fun for any mother, let alone an octogenarian. She and her daughter, Stonehouse’s sister Elizabeth Hayes, are constantly doorstepped too, the press sometimes six deep. After a month of this, Rosina has a heart attack and is hospitalised.14


But a Stonehouse story of a different kind is troubling Harold Wilson. Although he thinks there’s nothing in stories that Stonehouse was a Czech spy, these rumours won’t go away. And Frolík the defector has memoirs he plans to publish, memoirs that will need publicity. Whispers of Stonehouse having flown from Cuba to Moscow and from Moscow to East Germany last month, under an assumed identity, seem wide of the mark, but Wilson’s team can’t yet rule them out. The prime minister’s obsession with security and intelligence matters is well known – he thinks MI5 is trying to undermine his government – and Haines and his press team are on full alert.15


Sure enough, on Monday 16 December, the triple-deck headline ‘Stonehouse Security Sensation’ is the Daily Mirror’s front page. The paper reveals allegations of Stonehouse being a suspected spy when he was minister of posts and telecoms in 1969, and that he was investigated by MI5 at the time. They also report that the security services have been in Florida conducting their own enquiries on the missing MP. The Daily Mirror is not only the country’s best-selling tabloid, it’s also a stalwart Labour paper. Michael Hayes again acts as a mouthpiece for Barbara: ‘The next thing we know people will be saying that he swam out from the Florida beach where he disappeared to a Russian submarine.’ This intervention is of no help to the government.16


Wilson himself has been the victim of rumours ever since he negotiated with Russia as president of the Board of Trade. As a consequence, his instinct is to say nothing on any murmurings about colluding with the East. But he can remember the 1969 MI5 investigation into Stonehouse, he tells his team at Number 10, and it amounted to nothing. He once again tells Haines that he can deny the allegation completely.17


Labour’s slender three-seat majority in the Commons prompts the opposition benches to seize every opportunity to make trouble. Tory MP Norman Tebbit writes to the prime minister to ask for sight of the MI5 ‘dossier’ on Stonehouse. ‘Normally one doesn’t ask governments to deny rumours,’ Tebbit tells BBC News, ‘as they’d be at it all day and all night, but this particular one concerns a member of the House, his honour and national security. I think an exception should be made.’ Using Barbara and the family as cover, he says: ‘It is an undesirable situation when anything can be written about an MP and his family and they are unable to reply. The prime minister should waste no time in setting the record straight.’ Barbara claims she wouldn’t have known anything even if he was investigated; that’s the kind of thing you just don’t tell your wife if you’re a minister. But this latest allegation is the worst yet. To accuse a man of being a traitor is the lowest of the low, she thinks.


On Tuesday 17 – and for the second day running – the Daily Mirror splashes the spy story, this time with a mugshot of Czech defector Frolík. The paper stops short of calling Stonehouse a ‘spy’, instead opting for ‘contact for a spy ring’. But the rival Daily Express says MI5 is investigating claims that Stonehouse is still being blackmailed by the Czechs. The calls for a statement grow louder.18


After two days of pressure, Wilson decides to break with protocol and speak in the House of Commons on an intelligence rumour. Even though it was one of his own MPs who asked for this statement, Tory leader Edward Heath criticises Wilson: ‘This might open up a situation where all sorts of stories might be given credence. I hope you will assure the House that this will not be taken as a precedent.’ Wilson reminds Heath that this is from the leader who happily revealed Philby as ‘the third man’ in the Cambridge spy ring. Jeremy Thorpe, leader of the Liberal Party and the man holding the balance of power in the Commons, is quick to side with Wilson, saying the House is grateful he has made the decision to speak.19


The mandarins at Number 10 have drafted the speech, and Wilson, always careful with his choice of words, has adapted it personally. To a packed Commons, Wilson rises and asks the speaker’s permission to make a statement ‘on a security matter’. He claims one of the reasons he is making the statement is for the benefit of the family. He reveals Stonehouse’s mother’s heart attack and says his wife and children are being hounded, to which Labour MPs shout ‘Hear, hear!’ and ‘Scurrilous!’ Wilson adds that he doesn’t have any information on the whereabouts of Stonehouse. ‘I only wish I had,’ he tells the House.20


As for the allegations that Stonehouse was spying for the Czechs while in ministerial office, they were ‘made by a Czechoslovak defector in 1969,’ he says, and ‘with my approval, the security services investigated these allegations fully at the time… They interviewed the defector and questioned my right honourable friend about his contacts. The security services advised me there was no evidence to support the allegations.’ He demands that the press stop making them, and leave the Stonehouse family alone. He adds that if there had been a ‘scintilla’ of evidence, Stonehouse would have been removed from office. He also says that he is again advised today that there is ‘no evidence’ to support the allegations. He does not, the sceptics note, go as far as to say they are untrue. That evening, a silhouetted Frolík appears on the BBC’s 9 O’Clock News, describing who it was that the Czechs targeted. ‘Members of Parliament,’ he says. ‘People who had access to secrets.’21










PART TWO Hooked











4 TWENTY-SEVEN YEARS EARLIER



It’s 1947 and early evening at London’s legendary Hammersmith Palais. Big band jazz fills the cavernous room and couples jitterbug and jive like their lives depend on it. This is a favourite haunt of the RAF – servicemen traded in boots for dance pumps at the door during the war – and a trainee pilot stands at the edge of the dancefloor in his uniform. John Thomson Stonehouse, 22 years old and from Southampton, is due to meet a girl he knows from the Armed Territorial Services.1


In the past, Stonehouse sought out companions based on shared interests, irrespective of gender. But as time has moved on, for close relationships, he’s veered towards women. They’re softer and more understanding, he thinks. Men can be so abrasive. He looks around the room in anticipation, then he finally faces the truth: his date isn’t going to show up.2


Across the dancefloor is a 15-year-old brunette from east London in a white blouse and a pink skirt. Barbara Joan Smith is just two weeks out of secondary school and already working as a secretary. Music and dance trends come and go, but the Palais’s real purpose is timeless: boy meets girl. When Barbara sees the stood-up twentysomething, it’s love at first sight. She thinks this ex-serviceman devastatingly good-looking and he feels the same about her.3


It’s also a meeting of minds as, after dancing, they discuss politics. Barbara can’t believe that good looks and a sharp brain exist in one man. He is the son of Labour and Co-operative Party activists – he grew up in a family dedicated to supporting the politically persecuted from afar – and she’s the daughter of a family steeped in local left-wing, socialist politics. Yet despite their humble backgrounds, both speak with carefully crafted received pronunciation accents, helped in Barbara’s case by evacuation during the war. It’s not discussed; everyone just knows that’s how you get on in 1940s England.4


As the courtship develops, Stonehouse insists his girlfriend is too young for marriage, and his mother and Barbara’s family emphatically agree. All underestimate this determined cockney woman, though. In November 1948, little more than a year after meeting, the couple get married at Hackney Town Hall. As a child of divorce who can count the stable years of her young life on one hand, Barbara is hellbent on making her own marriage go the distance. The memory of her father taking everything and disappearing, leaving them to move in with her grandmother, will always haunt her.5


Barbara is the breadwinner as they start married life together in an attic room in Hackney, to which they have to carry up water from the ground floor. Her husband is using his ex-serviceman’s grant to study political science and economics at the London School of Economics under the Fabian academic Professor Harold Laski. Stonehouse becomes chair of the LSE’s Labour Society and Laski encourages both him and his great friend Donald Chesworth to run for parliament. Stonehouse, a 23-year-old student with a now-pregnant wife, gets selected as the Labour candidate for Twickenham, a Tory safe seat.


Thursday 23 February 1950 sees a general election held at the conclusion of Labour prime minister Clement Attlee’s near-five-year parliamentary term. As the contents of metal voting boxes get tipped onto tables up and down the country, Richard Dimbleby gears up to host the country’s first general election television coverage. Out of Lime Grove Studios in London Shepherd’s Bush, Dimbleby shares the limelight with Oxford election boffin David Butler and at 10.45pm they go on air to address the country’s two million TV owners.


Another landslide, such as that in 1945, is not on the table. The swing to the right is massive and Attlee’s previous majority of 146 gets slashed to just five. Stonehouse and Chesworth can only dream of a seat in parliament, yet some left-wingers buck the trend: a Labour contemporary of Laski’s, Fenner Brockway, gets a seat in Eton and Slough with an increased majority. It was always a long shot for Stonehouse and he returns to his studies. He becomes interested in the development of African co-operative farming and the movement towards independence from colonial rule – a particularly progressive cause, even among the left. He also takes a part-time job as travel secretary for the International Union of Socialist Youth, a voluntary organisation with seventy-three branches in more than fifty different countries.


The early defeat in Twickenham hasn’t put Stonehouse off, and an easier seat might be a good idea. On 20 April, just two months after the election, the chairman of the Labour Society at the LSE and the international secretary of the National Association of Labour Student Organisations bounces back with an address to the Luton branch of the Fabian Society, of which both Barbara and he are still members.6


Stonehouse uses this platform to expound ‘The Ultimate Aims of British Socialism’.7 He maintains that it’s not that socialism has failed in the UK; it’s that it still hasn’t been tried. ‘The ultimate test of a socialist society is “Does it bring happiness to the community?” ’ Stonehouse says. ‘It’s no good achieving socialism if it is state-directed socialism; it must be firmly based on the mass of the people.’


It’s the doctrine he’s heard at home and at Co-op and Labour meetings from his domineering but much-admired mother Rosina, president of the Labour-aligned Co-operative Women’s Guild, and his father William, a Post Office engineer and secretary of his trade union branch. When their son John joined the probation service after leaving school at 16, they were delighted and even more so when he followed their example in dedicating his life to improving the lot of the less fortunate.8


John and Barbara Stonehouse move west across London to a suburban street of inter-war semi-detached houses in Hounslow, just in time for the birth of their daughter Jane. In between his academic work and his part-time job, the budding politician takes on the household chores. It’s unusual when the convention is for the working man and domestic housewife, and Barbara can’t believe her luck. But before long, with Jane yet to reach her first birthday, Barbara realises she is pregnant again.9


This news does nothing to temper Stonehouse’s parliamentary aspirations, even though he knows MPs who don’t come from a moneyed background can’t survive on that salary alone. Attlee is having a hard time getting anything done with his reduced majority and everyone can see another election coming. Stonehouse swaps Twickenham for Burton-on-Trent in Staffordshire and becomes the official Labour and Co-operative Party candidate. He’s still only 25.10


On Saturday 7 April 1951, the Stonehouses make their inaugural trip to Burton-on-Trent as adopted candidate and wife. Once a Tory safe seat, the Conservatives won the constituency by only a whisker last year and it’s all to play for. John and Barbara look like the perfect political couple as they arrive for a social at the working men’s club. Stonehouse sports a thin neck tie and wavy brylcreemed hair, while his wife is the epitome of two-piece chic. More than 200 guests greet the couple who are moved by the warm welcome.


Once a boy with a crippling stammer, Stonehouse is now a fluent orator and the following evening wows a packed town hall audience of 300 people. He talks of winning back the progressive cause in Westminster and attacks the press for their ‘false tales of woe’. He applauds the performance of the coal miners under state ownership, and says Labour’s nationalisation has improved electricity and gas production. ‘I do not believe that human beings are just selfish animals who have got to have their lives ruled for them by others – some of the things achieved by the Labour Government are the dreams and ideals of a generation ago.’


A week later, he’s back in Burton. And the following week. And the one after. At the Annual Labour Party meeting, Stonehouse takes his vision global. The war in Korea may be necessary in the battle against communism, but re-armament mustn’t take priority over the economic recovery. ‘The only way to defeat communism is to build up economies,’ he says. A month later, Stonehouse again looks beyond Britain’s borders. He finds time for a trip to Paris for a conference on British and French colonies in Africa, even though Barbara is due to give birth any day. While he’s away, their second daughter Julia is born.11


Stonehouse’s rhetoric soon gets picked up by the national press. On Sunday 14 October, The People, the country’s oldest Sunday tabloid, include him in a line-up of aspiring MPs. Under the headline ‘Ten First-Class Young Men Whose Brain the Country Needs!’, the paper implores its readers to take a good look at this now 26-year-old candidate, who they champion as ‘the real voice of youth’ and an antidote to ‘jukebox’ politicians of such limited repertoire. The following Tuesday, he and Barbara travel to Uttoxeter with his agent to hand over his nomination papers.12


On 23 October, just two days before the election, Stonehouse speaks at three separate events in between frantic canvassing. He claims that Thursday will decide the fate of the nation not just for the next five years, but the next twenty-five. Do the people of Burton believe in a fair share for all, or a ‘mad scramble up a ladder’, as advocated by Churchill?13


Election night, Thursday 25 October, is only twenty months after the last. It’s been called this side of Christmas as the King has to tour the Commonwealth next year and wants to be in the country when the people go to the polls. For the second time, a general election is covered on television. David Butler keeps viewers on tenterhooks as results are chalked up across the country. The programme lasts until 4am, when it becomes clear that Churchill, the self-declared ‘voice of Britain’, is back in power.


In Burton-on-Trent, Stonehouse reduces the Tory MP’s majority, but it’s not enough. He has lost, as has his friend Donald Chesworth and so too a certain young woman by the name of Margaret Hilda Roberts on her first attempt to become a Conservative MP. On Friday 16 November, three weeks after his defeat, the Stonehouses return to Burton for a post-election social at the Co-operative Hall on Byrkley Street. He tells them that his associations with the Burton Constituency Labour Party, its members and supporters, have been very happy and something he and his wife will never forget. The crowd respond with a rousing ‘For He’s a Jolly Good Fellow’ and top off the evening with a rendition of the Labour anthem, ‘The Red Flag’. ‘Though cowards flinch and traitors sneer,’ they bellow, ‘we’ll keep the red flag flying here.’ They also want to keep Stonehouse as their candidate, with the conviction that, come the next election, he’ll get in.14


Stonehouse goes back to the LSE, where he picks up some lecturing work alongside his studies. He has also moved from travel secretary for the International Union of Socialist Youth to be the managing director of the travel business. Eager to try his hand at commerce, Stonehouse starts an affiliated travel agency and bases himself on a narrow Georgian street in Westminster. He takes bookings from his fellow academics for tours all over Europe. It’s an admirable endeavour, but one for which Stonehouse is ill-suited. Complaints start to come in about cancelled trips and unfulfilled payments. Eventually, Alf Morris, Labour Co-op man and chairman of the International Union of Socialist Youth, is given the job of investigating. Stonehouse has a casual attitude to money and record keeping; Morris concludes that, while not dishonest, Stonehouse is guilty of gross incompetence.15


It’s an undoubted setback for ‘the real voice of youth’, but soon he is approached by the recently re-elected Fenner Brockway. Brockway, who is already under security services surveillance for his far-left views on the British colonies, and American academic Dr George Shepherd, also an ardent campaigner for African independence, have a proposition for Stonehouse. Shepherd, an LSE alumnus, is going to Uganda to become the executive director of the Federation of Uganda African Farmers. He and Brockway want to set up a farmers’ co-op there and they want Stonehouse to run it.16


Stonehouse rushes home to tell Barbara about the offer. She is not surprised: this man has an instinct for siding with the underdog. Their home in Hounslow has by now entertained many of the African men studying in London in preparation for independence. Stonehouse’s eldest daughter Jane always lays out her toy tea set for them and, at Barbara’s insistence, the startled men do the washing-up. Stonehouse tells his wife that the new Ugandan governor, Andrew Cohen, previously at the Colonial Office, is surprisingly progressive and supportive of the African fight for independence. The Stonehouses have two daughters under three and no money, but their idealism overwhelms them. They should go.17


In early March 1952, Stonehouse writes to the Burton Constituency Labour Party Executive Committee: ‘It is with great reluctance that I have to decline the invitation to be re-adopted as the Labour candidate for the Burton constituency.’ Parliament will have to wait; first, Africa.18










5 THE NEW RECRUIT



The Stonehouses return from Uganda in mid-1954 with £15 to their name and the 29-year-old father of two under a cloud. According to Fenner Brockway, there were complaints of ‘a financial nature’ against the man he persuaded to go to Uganda in March 1952 and he gently suggested that Stonehouse should wrap up his co-operative mission and come home. Stonehouse’s story is that they were only ever supposed to be in Kampala for two years and he inherited a corrupt system because Dr George Shepherd hadn’t been on top of affairs. But it’s another money-related problem and, whichever way you cut it, the Stonehouse family are back in England and penniless.1


Barbara goes out to get work while her husband stays home and looks after their two daughters, now aged four and three. Barbara made the most of Uganda, speaking out on women’s rights in between supporting the family with a job as a secretary at a local multinational company. Her husband, on a much lesser wage, found it harder to adjust to life there. He could feel the eyes of the colonial establishment on him, even when he became friends with the governor, Sir Andrew Cohen, and Barbara with Lady Helen Cohen. And he was right. Pressure for Ugandan independence is growing, do-gooders like Stonehouse are viewed as troublemakers, and the security branch of the local police were all over him.2


Back in London, Stonehouse takes on unpaid work for Brockway’s Movement for Colonial Freedom, but more than anything he wants a seat in parliament. First, though, he needs hard cash. The lack of income has put a real strain on their marriage and eventually Stonehouse finds a part-time job as an insurance salesman. This is just as well as the political climate does not help his parliamentary chances. After Churchill retires his successor, Anthony Eden, calls a snap general election on Thursday 26 May 1955 and wins a sixty-seat majority. There is not likely to be another general election for five years, but Stonehouse keeps his eye on by-election opportunities and works his old Labour network, including his friend Donald Chesworth, by now established in local politics as a London County Council councillor and radical campaigner.3


Stonehouse takes up an invitation to drinks at Chesworth’s flat and, over cocktails, is introduced to a Czech diplomat – Lt Captain Václav Táborský. What Stonehouse doesn’t know is that this man outranks the ambassador and is the London chief of the Czechoslovak Intelligence Service, the StB. Nor does he know that Chesworth has already been recruited to the StB’s network of spies and they’ve named him ‘Agent Knight’. They’re working on the basis that Chesworth will move from local politics to win a seat in parliament, becoming, as they put it, ‘influential and valuable’.4


A satellite state since the communist takeover in 1948, Czechoslovakia is Russia’s way into the West. Its overseas residency staff are seen as less threatening than those of the Russian embassy, while Prague has influence in areas of the world that Moscow doesn’t, especially post-colonial Africa. Like Europe and Asia before it, Africa is the latest continent to get caught in the ideological struggle between East and West. Táborský is on the lookout for talent and Stonehouse makes no secret of his parliamentary ambitions, nor of his interest in Africa. Táborský sees him as one step behind Chesworth and adds him to a growing list of ‘acquaintances’. This man could prove handy.


In January 1956, a potential Commons seat opens up in Blaydon, deep in the mining communities of north-east England. It’s as safe a seat as it’s going to get, but Stonehouse loses out when a local coal miner is selected as the Labour candidate. Then he hears of an unpaid directorship on the London Co-operative Society board and his ears prick up. The co-operative ethos runs through his blood and, as the movement’s political wing was crucial to Labour’s 1945 success, this wouldn’t do his political ambitions any harm at all.


Without delay, Stonehouse applies and gets the position – along with the ultimate perk of a chauffeured Daimler. But it is difficult to influence things from a part-time seat on the board. Co-op activists are suspicious of graduates like Stonehouse and, after only a year, the endless committees and conferences are getting to him.5


He still keeps his eye out for by-elections, and soon another looks likely. Labour won’t support Eden’s military action against Egypt, whose president, Gamal Abdel Nasser, has nationalised the Suez Canal, but Wednesbury’s Labour MP Stanley Evans defies the party whip and supports the war. Passions run high on this divisive subject and constituents force him to resign. In between ‘Stop the War’ rallies in Trafalgar Square, and anger at the Soviet’s violent crushing of the Hungarian uprising, Stonehouse sees another chance to become a member of parliament and heads to the West Midlands.


In the Black Country constituency of Wednesbury, Labour enjoys a majority of nearly 10,000. Stonehouse assures the local Labour Party that he’d never buck the party line like Evans. ‘We must be loyal to decisions reached democratically within the party,’ Stonehouse tells the management committee. Not that the British are staying in Egypt. The Anglo-French forces make a humiliating retreat, Eden resigns and, on 10 January 1957, Harold Macmillan becomes prime minister. A month later, on Saturday 9 February at the town hall, Stonehouse is adopted as Labour candidate for Wednesbury.6


Surely this is the one. Whatever happens, it can’t be any worse than Burton in 1951, jokes Barbara. Then an independent candidate – Michael Wade, a local solicitor – enters the race at the eleventh hour. He proclaims he won’t canvass at people’s doors ‘like a film star’, a clear dig at Stonehouse’s good looks, but will fight entirely on a cost-of-living ticket. Stonehouse is unruffled. He knows what these people want. They definitely don’t want military action overseas, but more importantly they want job security, support for industry and not to be hit by Macmillan’s pro-landlord Rent Bill.7


On Thursday 28 February, Stonehouse not only wins the by-election, but he increases Labour’s majority by more than 3,000 votes. The following Tuesday, John Thomson Stonehouse, son of working-class co-operative campaigners, walks into the House of Commons as an official socialist, co-operative, Labour-aligned MP for the first time. He goes through the central lobby, past the larger-than-life marble statue of Gladstone, continues down the corridor to the members’ lobby and finally makes his way into the chamber. Preferring affirmation to the biblical oath, he swears: ‘I, John Thomson Stonehouse, do solemnly, sincerely, and truly declare and affirm, that I will be faithful and bear true allegiance to Her Majesty Queen Elizabeth the Second.’8


Barbara watches proudly from the public gallery, but it’s not just she who is watching. So too are the Cold War intelligence officers masquerading as diplomats, stalking the public areas of the House and the diplomatic section of the gallery in search of the secrets of the British establishment and NATO. And they are especially alive to socialist new blood with a rebellious streak.


If they are disappointed by Stonehouse’s maiden speech on 14 March, which is conventionally uncontroversial, a month later, he lets rip. On 16 April, Labour MP Barbara Castle wants to know why nearly 9,000 people have been arrested and imprisoned in Kenya, and Stonehouse, backed by Brockway, presses colonial secretary Alan Lennox-Boyd for their release. In May, he talks up the co-operatives in colonial territories: ‘When I was in Uganda…’ In June, he speaks up for his friend Achieng Oneko, detained without charge in Kenya since 1952 (‘I beg for his release’). It becomes the Stonehouse and Brockway show as the two socialists regularly keep Lennox-Boyd and junior minister John Profumo on the run with accusations of racial discrimination and injustice in the British protectorates.9


The Czechs like what they’re seeing. They know all about Stonehouse and his time in Uganda. They know he has become vice-chair of the Movement for Colonial Freedom to Brockway’s chair. They know he is wildly ambitious. And they know he has a growing family, a Victorian villa in Islington to pay for and a burgeoning appetite for the finer things in life – not all of which can be supported by a parliamentary wage. The next step is to get him to Czechoslovakia and, in September, Stonehouse and another director of the London Co-operative Society, communist Harry Clayden, are invited to Prague. The Czechs roll out the red carpet with receptions, sightseeing and factory visits. These include a trip to Kladno, an industrial town twenty-five miles beyond Prague; Stonehouse decides that twinning it with his constituency would bring trade and cultural benefits to both sides.10
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