
From Jeremy’s 2006 Memoir: ‘No Make Up - Straight Tales from a Queer 
Life’ 

Childhood and Early Years. 1947-53 

My grandfather drove a streetcar in Chicago; his son, my father 
married a goddaughter of Queen Victoria. My life is one of contrasts painted 
in chiaroscuro exemplified by these two extremes. I was born lucky and 
privileged but not particularly rich. 
       

	 I am a baby-boomer, an immediate post-war child of older parents. 
Indeed my father had a son, Robert (Bob), from a previous marriage who was 
killed on active service in the Second World War. I was brought up with the 
mores and patrician ethos of a pre-war or even Edwardian child, ill equipped 
to deal with the rough and tumble of contemporary life.  

                 My parents had two children; my brother Remington (Rem for short), 
born on 3 December 1945; and me. I was born on 18th May 1947. By the 
time I went to prep school, my father was too ill to work. He died of a 
thrombosis while under the knife in 1958. I was just eleven. Our household 
then comprised, my mother, nanny, my brother Rem and I. 

	 I remember my childhood as a period of unhappiness; I was, on the 
whole, lonely, shy and cautious. All the while, I sensed my difference from 
other boys and felt that the world I grew up in was hostile to my true nature. 

                 Although I was born at “The baby shop”, a nursing home in Wigmore 
Street in central London were the smartest children were hatched, we lived 
for my first few years in a modest house with a large garden in the village of 
Tadley, Hampshire.  
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                 My earliest memories are of walks with Nanny to collect wild 
strawberries along the hedgerows. I held her hand as we walked along the 
green lanes to an old cottage where the two old women who lived alone drew 
their water from a well. I basked in her simple smile and warm embraces. The 
long hot summers of childhood memory were spent in our swimming pool 
being splashed by Daddy and pushed under the water by Rem. 

                  We grew our own fruit and vegetables with the assistance of both a 
gardener and a garden boy. My earliest memories are of bottling fruit in the 
autumn in large “Kilner” jars and gorging myself until I was sick on ripe 
gooseberries and greengages. Rationing and the lack of refrigeration 
encouraged such home industry. The house was not connected to the mains 
electricity and I remember the thump as the generator kicked-in and the hum 
it made that helped to send me to sleep. 

                 My brother Rem and I lived in the nursery and looked to Nanny for 
everything, especially emotional support. For me she was the principle fount 
of love, perhaps less so for Rem as he was already two and a half when 
Nanny was engaged to look after us. We loved our parents in a dutiful way 
and I was to grow close to my mother in adolescence, perhaps it could be 
said, too close. The opinions I was taught to respect were those of an older 
generation and totally out of keeping with the modern world. Having few 
friends of my own age amplified this sense of belonging to an earlier 
generation. We were taught to be overly polite and formal to adults and were 
never allowed to be wild or disrespectful, even had I wanted to be. I was shy 
with grown-ups and not at ease with other children who must have thought 
me prim - a right little mummy’s boy.  

         I don’t remember a television in those early years and comics were not 
permitted. The first time I saw television was on the day of the Queen’s 
coronation in 1953. Although we had toys, we largely made our own fun and 
invented games and pastimes. The war being such a recent event, war 
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games loomed large in our imaginations. I liked cowboys and especially 
Indians. I sided with the Indians who seemed so much more interesting and 
romantic. 

        My father instilled in me a rigid Edwardian vision of manliness. I knew he 
expected me to be rugged and brave and that as a man I was meant to 
conceal physical fear; I felt quite ill equipped to do so. I was a timid and 
gentle little boy. I hated the cold and suffered badly from chilblains and 
chapped hands. I liked warmth and comfort and soft clothes. I was scared of 
being hurt, bruised or even getting dirty and wet. 

                 I can recall women neighbours commenting on my long curly blond 
locks. I was a pretty child and quite girlish to look at. How I resented the 
customary comment “ What beautiful curly hair, you should have been girl!” 
Not quite what an insecure pretty-boy wants to hear. 

         From this distance, memories are patchy and consist of flashes rather 
than whole scenes. I recall vividly a maroon flannel blazer that I adored both 
for its colour and texture; it was probably my first grown-up buttoned jacket. I 
suppose clothes were still rationed. I hated to be parted from this adored 
garment; I imbued it with a magical almost fetishistic quality, I felt grown-up 
wearing it and I loved its scarlet colour and soft felt fabric.  

         My teddy bear was the most important person in my life after Nanny and 
Mummy. With my love of unusual sounding portentous names, I christened it 
Edward Albert Tremain, Teddy for short, and wove fanciful stories around it 
and its cast of imaginary friends including two gentlemen called Corley and 
Dudiment. I called myself Joff the engine driver and my brother was Chuff the 
fireman. Joff stuck and became my family nickname well into my teens. Even 
at this tender age, I lived largely in my imagination, which was both rich and 
inventive. 
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                 The world of the nursery must have been just as cosy and safe as I 
remember. Teas by the fireside with toast and dripping; stories read to me by 
Nanny in her flat characterless monotone. I did not mind; the soothing 
familiarity of her sweet voice was enough for me. In that magic world, I felt 
safe from the larger boys and girls who teased me. 

         I now know that my mother developed tuberculosis when I was three or 
four and that I also contracted it. I do not remember feeling ill, only the 
irksome restrictions of being forbidden to play or walk anywhere. I was taken 
around in a pushchair; I thought this a great indignity for someone no longer a 
baby. I was reminded of this illness when, on matriculating at Cambridge, I 
was X-rayed and a shadow from pulmonary TB was found on my lung. 

                 I always wanted to be a grown-up and to be older than my years. My 
cognitive abilities were always far in advance of my chronological age. The 
disparity seemed even greater as I looked so young. I don’t believe in re-
incarnation but in a strange way I felt I was old and wise and was frustrated 
by not being taken seriously: I hated to be thought a baby. Somewhere within 
me, even then, was a strong determination to succeed and prove myself 
worthy of my parent’s love. I must have been intelligent but I think my 
diffidence stopped me from showing it.                 Quite early on, I developed a 
good memory and an enquiring mind with a love of recondite facts, especially 
in the areas of names and geography; a facility that remains with me to this 
day. I can still recall the unusual names of people and places including long 
departed foreign leaders or obscure capital cities. I could sometimes astound 
adults by using long words or with my general knowledge. I was asked to 
define the word “botanical” at prep school and I replied, “pertaining to the 
study of plants.” I did not seek to attract attention so I usually kept these 
abilities to myself. In the general run of schoolwork, no one thought me 
particularly bright and I was a slow developer, particularly physically. 
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                 Holidays were always a difficult time: I loved the company of Mummy 
and Nanny but my brother Rem and I were apart both in years and interests. 
Early on, I longed for a special friend of my own and had early romantic 
visions of a handsome older dark boy loving me and being my close 
companion. How I longed for that wonder boy to come into my life and make 
everything feel all right. 

Mother, Peggy Harvard Johnson

	 My mother, Peggy, was born on 11 April 1909, the eldest child of Percy 
and Clarice Johnson. Percy had inherited the family firm, George Bassett & 
Co, jointly with his brother William. Together, they ran the firm successfully 
and oversaw its floatation on the London Stock Exchange in 1926.  

         A girl who had everything, my mother was beautiful, charming and the 
daughter of a rich doting father who spoilt her in every way. She never had to 
work and she never did. She danced so beautifully and naturally that, before 
the war, she won the bronze medal at the Empire Dancing championships at 
the Albert Hall. She had been persuaded to partner an experienced male 
dancer at the last moment, when his usual partner was suddenly indisposed. 
She had film-star good looks, as the Hollywood-style portrait of her shows. 
The sole trait that let her down was her tendency to slouch and appear round-
shouldered. In her childhood, she had been taught to juggle in an effort to 
cure this postural inadequacy. The treatment didn’t work, but she acquired a 
party trick for life. 

               She enjoyed a gilded youth full of fun and privilege. She wintered in 
St. Moritz and spent her summers in the South of France. She had a 
succession of eligible and handsome suitors including Count Mogi Apponi, a 
Hungarian nobleman. He followed her across Europe from St. Moritz to 
Biarritz and wrote her love letters, still in my possession, proposing marriage 
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and promising a life of endless social glamour with invitations to stay at some 
of Europe’s grandest palaces.  

         Peggy’s doings were chronicled in the gossip columns of the day. She 
even had a poem to her favourite dachshund published in Sketch. Her family 
must have been disappointed when she fell for a married man still not yet 
divorced.  

                  As luck would have it, good luck for me I suppose, my Mother had 
fallen in love with an impecunious married man fourteen years older than her, 
my father, Roland Norman. She had to wait a few years for my father to get a 
divorce from his first wife, a woman some nine years his senior, Victoria 
Legge. 

         My parents first met before the war in the Casino at Biarritz. My mother 
was playing the gambling card game, chemin-de-Fer, on the lowest stakes 
table, with her usual success. Always lucky at cards or games of chance, she 
was winning of course. She knew a friend of my father who was in the same 
gambling syndicate, and was urged to play for them at the top table. That 
night she won them a small fortune and my mother treasured the diamond 
brooch she was given as a present for the large win she had that night. She 
also met her future husband and fell in love. 

                 My Mother was an heiress who was in the end, to her great surprise 
and sadness, largely cut out of her father’s will. Mother was left with an 
adequate but by no means sensational income. What little she had was 
annually eroded by inflation. The capital value diminished steadily over the 
years because the money was held in tight trust. It was poorly invested, for 
the most part in gilt-edged government stock, which depreciated rapidly in the 
years of inflation after the war.  

                 These fixed-interest government bonds were the means by which the 
Government financed its annual budget deficits. The National Debt would 
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have grown quickly to insolvent proportions had it not been for the effects of 
inflation in the 20th Century. The real value of the debt to be repaid fell so 
dramatically, as did the market value, reducing the debt to an ever more 
manageable size. In the end, it was the pensioners and small savers, the 
investors in War Loan and Consols 2.5%, those who could least afford to 
loose, who financed the profligacy of the post-war years. To add insult to 
injury, the minute income was savagely taxed as “unearned income”. The 
rates rapidly rose to 98%, so that the effective robbery of the helpless was 
rendered entire.  

         I can still smell my mother’s lingering perfume and hear the rustle of her 
silk evening dress as she bent over the bed to kiss me goodnight before 
going off to a dance or dinner. “Be careful not to mess-up my hair”, she would 
say as her diamond earrings brushed my cheek. I thought she was beautiful 
but I was somehow envious of her attractiveness to men. 

        My mother admitted that eventually she broke with conventional morality 
by having an affair with my father before his divorce came through; they were 
finally able to marry in 1944.  

       Throughout my childhood and teens, I had a close and loving relationship 
with my mother but she was ultimately a selfish woman. She was snobbish 
and vain and never did anything for anyone outside her immediate family. 
She even managed to avoid war work. How she managed to do so remains a 
mystery. All women, even married women, were conscripted unless they had 
small children. Apart from a short spell in the censorship, my mother spent 
most of the war living in the country with my grandmother.  

             She became adept at finding ways to avoid rationing. One gambit she 
discovered was to place orders with a department store in Gibraltar. It was 
still possible to send packages by post, even during wartime, and Gibraltar 
was a colony was in the Stirling area. Many goods and foodstuffs were 
available in Gibraltar as it was located next to neutral Spain. My mother 
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received parcels of nylon stockings, coffee and make-up, items generally 
unavailable in wartime Britain. Had she put her formidable intelligence and 
cunning to better use, who knows what she might have achieved? 

                 It was ultimately her inability to truly accept my homosexuality that 
pushed us apart. When I told her, she was mostly concerned about how the 
news would affect her – what would her friends think? This is a by no means 
uncommon reaction as I was to discover from talking to friends. She never 
really accepted my nature; she felt I had told her a lie to hurt her for some 
unknown reason; I was her beautiful son and could not possibly be so flawed. 
It was ultimately her unwillingness to accept and embrace my boyfriend 
Derek that distanced me from her. She would never remember his birthday 
and would sometimes spell his name incorrectly, Derrick instead of Derek. 
This can only have been deliberate, or if not, at the very least it was wilfully 
careless and therefore wounding. These little things hurt, but her cold 
politeness to him hurt even more. She ultimately was the looser by her 
actions. She often made it clear to me by making deeply anti-gay remarks 
that she found the subject distasteful but at the same time it was clear that 
she could not see me as “One of those”. I was her son; I was different. 

                 In 1963, my mother married Johnnie Sim, a cousin of Lord Inchcape 
and the deputy Chairman of Inchcape and Co. Johnnie was a morose, 
pessimistic Scot. He drank heavily, about a bottle of spirits a day. A quarter of 
a bottle of gin would be consumed as pink gins over lunch at the City Club. In 
the evenings at home, he would polish off about three quarters of a bottle of 
scotch. He never appeared drunk, just dour and argumentative. Excessive 
alcohol reddened his face and marred his fine looks, his sharp brain was 
pickled by a mixture of alcohol and his own misery. He thought life had 
treated him badly, his Scottish family estate, Dunraggit in Ayrshire, had been 
sold during the war by his mother. He heard that the salmon fishing rights had 
been sold for more money than had been obtained for the whole estate. He 
was embittered by this and by the knowledge that, while he had little capital, 
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nearly all his numerous cousins were millionaires. After a successful career in 
the family firm, Inchcape & Co., running their business in East Africa, he had 
returned to London to take his seat on the main board and to meet and marry 
my mother. 

         Johnnie had no close friends and he became increasingly misanthropic 
and morose. He hated social functions and disliked entertaining both of which 
were lifeblood to my mother. They sat at home glaring at each other and 
bickering. Their one mutual activity was The Times crossword, completed 
ritualistically on a daily basis. After his retirement, he became increasingly 
reclusive and odd; eventually his eccentricity turned to a form of madness 
and he was incarcerated in a home where he died at an early age.  

         My stepsister Amanda and I developed a close loving friendship based 
on the feeling that we were the only truly sane people in a dysfunctional and 
unhappy family. We both could not wait to escape into the normal world. 

         Mummy survived Johnnie by some ten years and lived to the age of 87. 
Her last years were lonely and unhappy but financially secure thanks to his 
generous company pension.  

                 A wonderfully loving Moroccan girl called Fatima attended her, in her 
final years. She came in every day to clean and make her lunch; but more 
than that, she cared deeply for my mother and put up with all manner of 
rudeness and discourtesy as Mummy became more cantankerous with her 
advancing years. Fatima demonstrated the true religious values of her faith 
with her respect and care for the elderly. To her it was both a duty and a 
pleasure.  

         I sensed that towards the end of her life my mother became embittered 
with the world and her first husband in particular. She often expressed anger 
at the memory of how he had treated her, his frequent infidelities and his 
financial irresponsibility. She confessed that once she had discovered him in 
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bed with two women at once. As the memories of her physical passions 
faded, so her anger increased. I made a mental note not to try not to become 
too critical of others and angry at the world, as I get older. It damages oneself 
and is unattractive to others. 

                 My Mother and I kept in touch and met regularly for lunch and dinner, 
but the love and warmth I had felt for her dissipated with the passage of time; 
my regular visits were largely motivated by a sense of duty. 

Father: Roland Frank Holdway Norman

	 I hardly knew my father, he was so much older than I: a remote 
Edwardian figure, more feared by me than loved, I am sad to say. He suffered 
pain both from his war wound and from his persistent ulcer. The pain made 
him irascible and intolerant of childish high spirits and noisy ways. Born in 
1895, he had seen active service in both world wars. He was an Edwardian 
gentleman in style, manners and attitude, an indigent and charming dandy 
with a penchant for gaming, women and high society. He was over 6ft tall, 
with slicked-back pomaded dark hair and an Edwardian moustache that he 
meticulously waxed and twirled. By the time I knew him, he was thin, almost 
too thin; his beautifully tailored suits hung loose on him. A large roman nose 
enlivened his saturnine countenance, fixed his striking good looks and 
dominated his masculine features. 

         His father, my grandfather Horace, had disappeared or died by the time 
my father was two year’s old. My father and his older brother, Donald, were 
brought-up by their capable mother, Bennie, (Ellen, Elizabeth Eeles). It must 
have been a struggle for a single woman of no great fortune to raise two boys 
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in those days. For reasons of respectability, she passed herself off as a 
widow. 

     	 Bennie must have been a remarkable lady; she clearly had 
determination. Pictures that I have of her, admittedly taken later in her life, do 
not show her to have been a great beauty, but she must have possessed 
some allure as her one and only husband was undoubtedly a handsome man. 
She raised two boys on her own and somehow paid for her middle class 
lifestyle. According to the 1900 census, she was living in a well-built, newly 
constructed, mansion flat in Kilburn close to the underground station. (The 
block of flats is still there.) She gives her profession as “linguist, working from 
home”. I have no evidence that she ever travelled abroad, so if the term has 
its usual meaning, I cannot imagine where she learnt her language skills. I 
wondered at first if it might be a code word for some other more interesting 
lingual skills that could account for her high income but quickly discounted 
that idea for two reasons. First, on the grounds of her unexceptional looks 
and secondly from the fact that she took in as a lodger a respectable young 
man from Wales, aged 19, with a “Chapel” background. Perhaps Bennie’s 
profession of linguist was a euphemism for elocutionist. Speaking well was 
considered important at that time and my father had a well-modulated and 
educated accent and manners to go with it. I am sure that my Grandmother 
was determined to raise her sons as gentlemen. In manners, dress and 
speech at least, she succeeded well. 

                 That nineteen-year-old was William Berry who came to London from 
South Wales in 1899. He found lodgings with a much older widow, Mrs. 
Norman, my grandmother. He developed affection for “ dear Mrs Norman” 
and particularly her younger son, a five-year-old, my father Roland. I know 
from extant correspondence that the boy’s parents knew and liked “Dear Mrs 
Norman”, so she must have been running a respectable house.  
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         The boy in question, William Berry, went on to become the 1st Viscount 
Camrose. He became one of the great “press barons” of the 20th Century, 
owner at various times of both the Sunday Times and the Daily Telegraph. In 
the process he became wealthy and influential, a close friend of Winston 
Churchill and a major player on the political scene. 

         Throughout life, my father’s friend and protector, Lord Camrose, bailed 
him out of tight corners and proved always a friend he could turn to. In the 
absence of his own father, Camrose became a surrogate. Camrose was not 
blind to my father’s faults, particularly his financial unreliability and his 
gambling, he never entirely trusted him where money or business was 
concerned; but was always available to help him and advise him. It was to 
Lord Camrose that my father turned in times of trouble and I suspect it was 
through him that he had many of his glamorous social introductions. It is 
probable that it was from him that he learned some of the rudiments of 
business and deal making.  

                 My father had a chequered career. Born in October 1895, he was a 
younger son of parents of modest means although both he and his elder 
bother were educated privately at Hurstpierpoint College in Sussex. He was a 
member of the unfortunate generation that were just ripe for enlistment in the 
First World War. He was commissioned as a Second Lieutenant in the 
Leicestershire Regiment, shot and badly wounded in the thigh at the Battle of 
the Somme in June 1916; it was three days before he got to a casualty 
clearing station and was eventually invalided home.  

         After a period of recovery (he was lucky not to lose a leg), he joined the 
Royal Flying Corps and trained as a pilot, graduating on 13th October 1917. 
He returned to France with 55 Squadron of the Independent Air Force (the 
forerunner of the R.A.F.) He joined the squadron a few days after W.E. Johns, 
the author of the Biggles books, had been shot down behind enemy lines; so 
in a sense my father was sent out to replace Biggles. 
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          I still have his flying logbooks detailing his bombing raids behind enemy 
lines. The Germans are quaintly referred to as “huns” and anti-aircraft fire as 
“archie”. An entry for 3rd November 1918 tells of a raid over Saarburg, the 
“archie is slight and inaccurate” but the raid ends with an enemy pilot, Lt. 
Fleisher, and his observer nose-diving into the ground and being killed just 
outside the aerodrome. His wartime letters home indicate that he held 
strongly to the opinion that there should be no peace with Germany that did 
not include her total capitulation. 

         After the war, my father went to live in Johannesburg in South Africa to 
work for Sir Ernest Oppenheimer head of Anglo-American Mining 
Corporation. After three months, he somehow made money and returned 
home a wealthy man and a dashing wounded war hero. On his return my 
father must have had access to “Society”, perhaps through his Oppenheimer 
contacts, but more likely through his friendship with William Berry, who by 
now was the owner of the Sunday Times and a man of wealth and influence.  

         He married, in 1921, a war widow nine years his senior. Victoria (Vita) 
Williams-Bulkeley (born 1885, nee Legge) who was a god-daughter of Queen 
Victoria and the daughter of Sir Harry Legge, an equerry and friend to King 
George V. (I have the telegram from Queen Alexandra to Sir Harry 
congratulating him on the engagement of his daughter to Captain Norman.) 
Vita’s first husband had been killed in the war. She already had three children 
from her previous marriage, including a daughter Sylvia.  

                 I have in my possession the gold penknife, engraved as a Christmas 
gift, from King George to Harry Legge in 1910. The Legge family lived at 
Fulmer in Buckinghamshire, I have seen their visitor’s book as it was in the 
possession of her daughter, Sylvia Cleary when she died: it seems that they 
regularly entertained the crowned heads of Europe as well as the most 
influential people of their day in England. 
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                 Vita and Roland had a son together, my half-brother Robert, born in 
1922. After an unhappy time at school, he left Eton in 1940, and was killed 
almost immediately, aged just 18, aboard a motor torpedo boat off the Norfolk 
coast.   

                 My father had an entrepreneurial flair and exhibited a facility for 
negotiating profitable deals. There were times when he had been very rich. 
However, by the end of the Second World War he had spent all his money. 
Gone were the house in Charles Street, Mayfair, the country house, 
Bylsborough, in Sussex and the villa in Biarritz. I know he loved my mother or 
at least there was a strong mutual physical attraction but I think that before 
they married they both believed each other better off than was actually the 
case. 

         I have come across some intriguing correspondence from my father to 
my mother, sadly it is undated but appears to be from pre-war days. It 
appears my father was imprisoned for debt in France and that his accuser, a 
Monsieur Filioux, refused to agree to his release until the debt was repaid. My 
father cashed a cheque at Cannes that was not honoured. My father 
describes the appalling conditions in the French prison, “Words cannot 
describe the horrors of this place, bugs, filth, terrors. I am not going to attempt 
to tell you the details.” He complains that he cannot raise the money or 
conduct his business affairs while incarcerated. He asks my mother to contact 
friends in England and to “ask madamoiselle to ask her uncle at Cap Juan for 
200,000 francs.” He says he will get it all from Camrose on his return. He 
warns my mother about trying to smuggle things into the prison, ” Do not try 
to send any cigarettes etc as everything is examined – the bread cut in to 
pieces- you did try once but it was a nice surveillant and he only warned me. 
He writes to his business partner, Francis Marquess of Queensbury, asking 
for a loan to bail him out.  
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                 The debt probable arose at the gambling tables, one letter refers to 
gaming, “You know it is absolute lies to say that 35,000 francs cannot be 
accounted for, I lost 500,000 playing baccarat at Cannes and the remaining 
150,000 afterwards at chemin-de-fer, roulette etc.” The most poignant letters 
are notes passed from mother on her prison visits with questions to be 
answered by my father about what she should do to help him. The notes are 
crumpled and stained and seem to have been surreptitious and concealed. 

         I don’t think that my father’s first marriage ended happily, Vita accused 
my father of spending all her money. He certainly had got through most of his 
own by the time he married my mother. After the divorce, she took the 
unusual step of changing her name back by deed poll and had no further 
contact with my father. Whilst I believe that they loved each other initially, I 
feel sure that Vita’s elevated social position and the introductions to high 
society that such a marriage afforded my father, were at least a sub-
conscious factor in his decision. 

         Vita finally divorced my father in 1944 enabling my mother to marry him 
on 8 March 1944. 

                 Sylvia was my father’s stepdaughter. I spent a weekend with her as a 
child and stayed on for a week while I recovered from a bout of measles. She 
lived in the same village, Clayton in Sussex, as the Van den Bogaerde family 
and had befriended them over many years. Dirk Bogarde in his first volume of 
autobiography, A postillion struck by lightning, mentions her with affection. 
Dirk’s younger brother, Gareth, a friend, has told me it was common 
knowledge that my father had had an affair with his own stepdaughter - It is 
hardly surprising that Vita divorced him. 

         We were brought up in the world of nurseries and Nanny. We were, as 
was traditional, brought downstairs to the drawing room at teatime. My father 
was not an unkind man, I’m sure he loved me, but I found his rigid, patrician, 
Edwardian, military masculinity both daunting and scary. I did not have to 
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enquire, I knew the real me would be deeply shameful to him. My mother told 
me that he had wished for a little girl as a second child but I knew he did not 
want to be the father of a son with feminine desires. 

                 He was funny, often irreverent, but always appropriately and 
immaculately dressed, conventional only in outward ways. He loved to mimic 
people and accents and pull silly faces and tell us naughty limericks to amuse 
us. He was immensely proud of his physical courage and would show off by 
eating a whole chilli or putting his hand in a basin of water with electricity 
running through it. He was a dandy but a manly man with a huge appetite for 
life, loving and gambling.  

                 My father had money before the last war or at least the outward 
appearance of wealth. He was a member of the Carlton Club and had his own 
firm on the London stock exchange, Crews and Co., in partnership with Lord 
Queensbury (Francis). Many years later Lord Hartwell, who knew them both, 
told me an anecdote that seemed to typify my father’s cavalier approach to 
life. He said that neither of the partners would dare leave the other alone in 
the office for fear that the petty cash would go missing. My father definitely 
had a rather shady reputation in business as well as with women. He was 
often in debt and clearly had few moral scruples but he was charming and 
popular with seemingly more friends than enemies.  

         Just how successful he became is evidenced by the fact that in 1929 he 
donated £500 (worth about £20,000 today) to his old school, Hurstpierpoint, 
to enable the school to build new squash courts. He attended the opening 
and played an exhibition match. He then donated a further £3,500 (£140,000) 
to the Chapel Tower fund. The fortune that he made was dissipated either 
through gambling or through injudicious investments. He died as he had lived, 
beyond his means. By the time we came along my father’s life was nearly 
over and he had lost his drive and talent for business. All his money had gone 
although he tried in vain to make or gamble it back with ill conceived and 
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unlucky business ventures and more often than not by betting on slow 
horses. We lived off my mother's modest private income. Life must have been 
a constant struggle to keep up standards and pay the bills.  

         During my childhood, my father was always ill: he became increasingly 
unwell as the years passed. The financial worry and the loss of male pride 
caused by living off my Mother’s income must have taken their toll. In addition 
to his war wound, he suffered from chronic duodenal ulcers for most of his 
life. (An affliction that plagued me from early adolescence.) As his health 
deteriorated, my father became increasingly thin and irascible while retaining 
his dashing, gaunt, good looks and old-fashioned courtly charm. A dandy, he 
was always impeccably and appropriately dressed by his tailor, Messrs. 
Wyser & Bryant of Savile Row. The paraffin burner and ivory handled curling 
tongs that he used to groom his elaborately waxed and pointed moustache 
were a source of fascination to me. I can well understand how my mother fell 
for him, a wounded, dashing war hero with dark, almost Spanish, good looks. 
I wish I could say I loved him but, in truth, I was rather afraid of him and felt 
inadequate; unable to live up to his exacting manly standards. I just knew I 
would be a shameful disappointment to him.  

         On one occasion forever etched in my memory, I must have been about 
eight years old; my mother was removing a blackhead from my brother's ear 
using her long scarlet painted fingernails that seemed like talons to me. Rem 
was shrieking in pain, probably imagined rather than real, and my turn was 
next. I was terrified and ran away. My father was appalled at my cowardice 
and chased me up a tree in the garden. Eventually he caught me and set on 
me in an uncontrolled rage. The sobbing interventions of Mummy and Nanny 
cooled him down. They managed to dissuade him from taking me upstairs to 
beat me properly. Normality was restored but not without lasting damage to 
my fragile psyche.  
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         I did not know it then but my poor father had not long to live. In 1958, he 
died of a massive internal haemorrhage while on the operating table without 
ever regaining consciousness; I was only just eleven. Rem and I were at our 
preparatory school, St. Andrews, Eastbourne, when we were summoned by 
the headmaster, Mr Liddell, and told we were going home to be with Mummy 
but no reason was given. We found her red eyed and tearful; she spent much 
of the time alone in her room. Nanny was calm and stoic as would be 
expected. Rem played the little man and tried to be brave and take charge. I 
did not really appreciate what was happening and must confess that I did not 
feel any genuine sadness, at least not until the last day of term when back at 
school. It finally dawned on me that I would be going home and Daddy would 
not be there and I cried quietly in bed for two hours before the dawn. 

                 He was buried in the beautiful little country churchyard at Clayton, 
Sussex, alongside his adored mother, Bennie, near where he had lived with 
his first family before the war. None of us, not even my mother, went to the 
funeral; we were not consulted. I think this was a grave mistake; it prevented 
us from being able to grieve properly. Burials are important rites of passage 
and have endured in all cultures and times for that very good reason. We 
were spared the ordeal, I think, because it was thought that it would be too 
distressing for us young boys but the strange thing was that my Mother did 
not go and I don’t believe she ever visited her husband’s grave.  

Memories of Father in London 

	 I remember walking with my father and mother through the streets of 
Mayfair one day in about 1958. I think I must have been eleven years old. A 
motorcade of large black cars approached flanked by outriders. My father’s 
looks darkened as he realised that the occupants of the leading car were 
none other than Bulganin and Krushchev, “B & K”, the Russian leaders 
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currently on a state visit. In a highly uncharacteristic but instinctive action 
Daddy stepped out into the street ahead of the leading car and raised his 
right hand in a classic V sign, making his revulsion and disapproval clear to 
the occupants of the car. My Mother was horrified at such a display of 
vulgarity but at the same time, I think, secretly rather proud and supportive of 
my father’s action. He had developed a particularly visceral hatred for 
Russian Communism as a result of his time spent in Russia during the war 
with our military mission. Unlike so many of his generation he was in 
absolutely no doubt as to the evil nature of Russian Communism and the pain 
and horrors it had visited upon it’s own people. The examples he saw of their 
inexorable cruelty not only to others but to their own people had made him 
their implacable enemy. 

I knew little of my father’s life or friends because he died when I was just 
eleven. I knew he was a businessman and what today would be called an 
entrepreneur. After the war he was tired and ill and had lost whatever financial 
acumen he had undoubtedly once had. He did not have much money with 
which to gamble on any new ventures anyway. For a while, he rented a small 
office in Ryder St in St. James's. I collected examples of his office stationery 
and forms and used them to play at being an important business executive. 

At the nearby Carlton Club, my father would park us with the hall porter, 
Bonner, who was always kind and gave us little treats. I met my Uncle Donald 
there, father’s older brother, for the first and only time. He pressed a warm 
half-a-crown into the palm of my hand and patted me on the head, as older 
men are apt to do when patronising the young. (It seems, on reflection, that 
there are many parallels with my relationship with my brother, Rem, who is 
similarly two years older than I). My father had always avoided Donald and 
treated him with reserve.  

         Father was always devising interesting things for us to see and do, such 
as an expedition to a Fleet Street Newspaper being printed; probably one of 
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Lord Camrose’s stable of titles. I realised, even at that age, the importance of 
advertising revenue as opposed to cover price. Reasoning correctly that a 
paper could not make money from the cover price alone. I remember making 
this observation to the man who was showing us around. He was quite taken-
aback by such a remark from one so young. 

            Once we went behind the scenes at the Zoo and actually walked into 
the enclosure of a brown bear on the Mappin Terraces. I have a photo of me 
in my Sunday best with my arm round an orang-utan and his extra long arm 
around me. During a visit to the areas behind the displays at the reptile house 
I noticed a lizard dash across the floor. I gave chase and caught it in my 
hands, much to the surprise of the keeper. In the reptile house I cradled a 
baby alligator and had a boa constrictor placed round my neck. I felt very 
special and privileged. 

                 Father organised a trip down the river on a police launch. The police 
radio sprang to life with talk of a dead body floating downstream by 
Rotherhithe. We children felt we were participating in a real life drama. The 
docks looked decayed and the East End seemed to us another world from a 
bygone era in a pre-war black and white gangster film. 

  

Dame School, Sherbourne St John 1952-53

	 My first school was a dame school at the nearby village of Sherbourne 
St. John. Dame schools were small establishments run by older women who 
taught young children the basic three Rs. There were a few other little boys 
but mostly scary older girls: everyone seemed older and bigger than me. I 
cannot have been more than four or five years old. The girls ranged in age up 
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to about eleven or twelve. It was a day school for girls that took a few pre-
school boys. It certainly was not a play school.  

         The girls appeared so grown-up and it was here that I think I developed 
my fear of girls. I felt so much smaller and punier than they. The school was 
cold and draughty, inhospitable and frightening to a delicate small boy. I don’t 
remember receiving kindness from anyone or any having any friends. I recall 
the awful smell of damp and floor polish and the fear I felt of saying or doing 
the wrong thing. I could not wait for Mummy or Nanny to pick me up and take 
me home at the end of the day. 

Eastacre School, Winchester 1953-55

	 I was packed off to boarding pre-preparatory school at the age of six, 
for no good reason other than that it was “the done thing”. My parents thought 
I might be lonely at home without my brother. My mother shed a tear when I 
went away, but did not cry as much as I did; nor did she make any protest at 
my being sent away so young. This was curious, since she had run away 
from her boarding school in Eastbourne when she was about nine. I was so 
frightened that I prayed for an accident or disaster of almost any sort to save 
me from having to go back to school. My brother, who did not like me much, 
was two and a half years older so he did not even deign to know me at 
school. I was a “squit” and “Norman minor”, even to him. 

         Mr. and Mrs. Beale ran the school. She was a Christian religious fanatic 
so I spent a great deal of time learning biblical texts by heart and reciting 
them in order to earn coloured picture cards of bible scenes. These were the 
type of gaudy sentimental art I liked at that age. Games were my worst fear. 
On one occasion, I peed in my pants before a football game. I was physically 
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and mentally unsuited to team games, I found them daunting and scary, I 
hated being cold and dirty and was fearful of being pushed over and hurt.  

                 I remember very little about Eastacre except the long winter walks 
around the streets of suburban Winchester and the rattle our sticks made on 
the vertical wooden slats of the garden fences as we walked in crocodile in 
our Sunday best. The food was of course mean and atrocious and we were 
forced to eat things even if they made us feel sick, in my case a bowl of 
puffed wheat the grains of which seemed to get stuck in my throat and clog 
my pallet. The damp mouldy smell of it still makes me nauseous. 

                 I showed some early promise as a performer. I had to recite a set 
speech. My good memory and advanced vocabulary combined with my rich 
imagination came to the fore. The piece chosen for me was Mark Antony’s 
funeral oration for Julius Caesar by Shakespeare, not a particularly suitable 
piece for a seven year-old. But I acquitted myself well and put feeling and 
comprehension into “Friends Romans and countrymen, lend me your ears”; 
so much so that another parent who was a theatrical agent actually talked to 
my father about sending me for an audition. My parents would hear none of it.  

         I recall being always cold and underfed. I liked the pleasant honey taste 
of the spoonfuls of “Virol” malt but not the cod liver oil given to fortify us in 
winter. Mostly, I remember the cold stark school devoid of friends where I 
spent so much time in fear and loneliness. I can still recall the sheer terror of 
putting on football boots for the hated game and trying to tie the laces with 
frozen fingers made red with chilblains. My legs and hands were permanently 
chapped and sore. 

Uncle Gordon Johnson
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I left Eastacre at the age of seven to join my brother Rem at 
St.Andrew's, Eastbourne, a prep school for boys, aged between 7 and 13. My 
uncle Gordon, my mother's brother, had been there as a boy and was now a 
Governor of the School. A bachelor, he had no other close relations, so he 
generously paid for our education. My parents could not possibly have 
afforded the fees for two boys out of my mother’s modest trust fund income.  

         We didn’t see much of Uncle Gordon. He lived a rather sad, lonely life 
and, having no family, lived in a residential hotel. He worked in Sheffield 
running the confectionery business, Bassett’s Liquorice Allsorts, formerly 
owned by the family, by then a public company and the largest employer of 
labour in the city. It is now a division of Cadbury Schweppes Plc. 

         My uncle was a shy kindly bachelor; perhaps he should have been an 
academic. He had wanted to stay on at Oxford where he had won a gold 
medal for mathematics although reading philosophy, politics and economics 
(PPE). His father had forced him into the family business where he had 
prospered by virtue of his intellect and gentle un-combatative personality. He 
was an emotionally closed man but kind and generous to us, his only two 
nephews. He had a rather monastic, almost saintly, quality to him. I never 
heard him getting angry or loosing his temper. His interests remained largely 
academic: politics, philosophy, economics, chess and business but also 
watching tennis and football. I suppose he was a true ascetic with no interest 
in the senses or in sensual matters: he abhorred personal indulgence and 
luxury. He had no interest in music or the arts; his only real loves were books 
and his intellectual pursuits.  

         If Uncle Gordon had sexual desires, as surely he must have had, I have 
no way of knowing what they were. One has to suspect that there may have 
been repressed gay desires in his life, as he showed no inclination to marry 
or have a regular girlfriend. I am sad for my dear uncle if he denied himself 
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sexual fulfilment as the result of moral pressures and constraints. It is easy to 
forget the abhorrence with which gay sex was viewed by his generation. 

                 He neither liked nor approved of my fashionable, flashy, gambler of a 
father, but would never have said so. He was also ambivalent about my 
mother whom he saw as vain, shallow and snobbish. I am sure she bullied 
him when they were children and had little time for his shy, bookish, ways. He 
was just a sickly younger brother and a bookworm, an embarrassment to a 
sexy, socially ambitious older sister. 

                 As time passed, we started to see more of Uncle Gordon and 
sometimes we would go on holiday with him. He had to be cajoled into 
spending money on comforts or luxuries. His instinct was, when in a strange 
city, to buy a map and walk. When it poured with rain, I had to prompt him to 
hail a taxi. It was not that he was mean, he just didn’t think of it, personal 
comfort meant so little to him.  

                 After retiring as Chairman and Managing Director of Bassett’s, he 
divided his time between Sheffield and a small bachelor flat in Mayfair. He 
asked my Mother to furnish this dull dark flat that was decorated to look like a 
Victorian library. It was panelled and book-lined with stained glass windows. 
He retired in the early 1970’s, before the onset of inflation, so his pension 
became pitifully small. It took some persuading before Cadbury’s, the new 
owners of the business of which he was titular Life President, agreed to buy 
him a new car to replace his unserviceable old banger. He saved money for 
both of us boys by paying into a life insurance scheme that matured 
handsomely on his death.  

         It had been his custom to return to Sheffield to attend the firm’s annual 
dinner dance. When he was seventy-five Uncle Gordon missed the event for 
the first time. The new Chairman got up to speak and said that he was sad to 
announce that Gordon Johnson was unable to attend that year. A groan went 
up amongst the large assembled company of employees, as they naturally 
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assumed he was sick; Gordon had been a popular and much loved boss. 
“The reason he can’t be with us today”, said the new Chairman, “Is that he 
got married yesterday!” There was a gasp of surprise and then the whole 
room rose to its feet and cheered. 

            No one was more surprised by this announcement than my family. He 
was getting married for the first time. His wife, Joan, was a widow whom he 
had known most of his life. I suspect the idea was largely hers, but the 
marriage lasted ten years until his death aged eighty-five. They proved to be 
some of the happiest years of his life. Joan adored him and proved an 
excellent and loyal wife. They sold the flat in London and bought a house on 
the Falmouth estuary in Cornwall. Joan was outgoing and social and soon got 
involved locally. She had two sons by her previous husband. The elder, John, 
lived nearby in Gorranhaven with his wife and two sons; so, suddenly, Gordon 
acquired two grandchildren. He grew to love these boys and helped with their 
education and left them money. It was a delight to see him playing chess with 
them and talking to them about football. At the close of his selfless life, he 
was finally experiencing the joys of love and family.      

Gransie, Clarice Johnson

	 My mother’s mother lived at 98 Piccadilly above Perkins the chemist. 
We called her “Gransie”; in her vanity, she thought it sounded less ageing. My 
friend Michael Fish, the sixties fashion guru and my “greeter” at the Embassy 
Club, lived, by coincidence, in the same flat where she died. He loved black 
men: Gransie would have turned in her grave to think of the antics that went 
on in her bedroom, or maybe not? She had precipitated her own divorce by 
having an affair with her chauffeur.  

         I remember Gransie as a stooped old lady with a hunched back and a 
liking for colourful silk dressing gowns. Her straight hair, flat face and small 
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petite nose accentuated her somewhat Japanese appearance. She covered 
her thin hair in a net and habitually wore a veil, gloves and hat before 
venturing out. She smoked constantly, although never inhaling, through a 
long quill cigarette holder - very 1920’s. Smoking to her was a style 
statement.  

         She devoured true detective stories and gruesome murder mysteries, a 
passion she shared with my mother. An outing with my mother to a murder 
trail at the Old Bailey was, for them, the best form of live entertainment. They 
sat, like tricoteuses before the guillotine, to witness the judge don the black 
cap and pronounce a sentence of death. Mother had some connection with 
the chief clerk so they always had two of the City Land seats that gave them 
an excellent view of the accused in the dock. 

                       Like my mother she was, in her old age, increasingly intolerant and 
critical of her friends. My mother telephoned every morning to listen patiently 
to her catalogue of complaints. “I never want to become like my mother”, she 
vowed: but of course, she did. 

                 Gransie was a frugal Lancashire lass, often walking a mile or more in 
order to buy vegetables a little more cheaply. Her attitude to servants was 
typical of her generation; she would ask a prospective servant “ Are you a 
nice, clean girl?” (Pronounced, “gal”).  

                 Her picture shows that she had been a beautiful young girl and, like 
many of the post First World War generation, was the only one of her three 
sisters to marry. There was little choice for girls of her generation; most of the 
men had been killed in the war. She never had to work although she was 
bright and intelligent. She played bridge well and, like my mother, managed to 
complete the Times crossword every day.  

                 Gransie wasn’t in love with her husband Percy Johnson. He was fine 
looking but cold, rather sexless and very rich. I can see so much of my Uncle 
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Gordon and my brother Rem in the photos I have of him. Hers was a rather 
ordinary family; her father was a bank manager in Nelson, Lancashire. She 
was pressurised by her family into accepting the proposal from such an 
eligible bachelor. I am given to believe that she had a number of affairs both 
before and after her divorce.  

                  Percy, the proprietor of Bassett’s Liquorice Allsorts, owned one of 
the earliest motorcars in Sheffield. (See the picture of the 1906 Daimler). 
Gransie told us that he refused to let the chauffeur leave him alone in the car 
“for fear that it might bolt”. 

         My grandfather Percy died at 71 Park Street, Mayfair on 17 June 1936 
and to everyone’s shocked surprise left nearly all of his estate, close to a 
million pounds (worth about £15,000,000 today) to a hospital charity with 
which he had no connection. I believe he did so in order to punish his ex-wife 
for her infidelity with the family chauffeur and the resulting acrimonious 
divorce. My mother and my uncle were mortified. My mother was left only 
£50,000 in a tight trust that dwindled to just £38,000 when the trust was finally 
wound-up in 1968.  

                 I fail to understand what visceral hatred must have inspired such a 
churlish action. Apparently, Grandfather doted on my mother and spoiled her 
while he was alive. He must have been embittered to hurt his children so 
deeply after his death. His fortune was hardly his to dispose of, it had been 
mostly inherited from his father, the real founder of the business. I have been 
told that it was his solicitor who gave him this advice; the story goes that this 
solicitor too had experienced a bitter divorce. When he was over eighty, I 
asked my Uncle Gordon what he would say to his father when they finally met 
in Heaven? He was not a man much given to humour, He replied, “I’ll ask him 
how he managed to get in?” 

                 Gransie was stern and formal with us boys; she didn’t like children 
much. She once rebuked me for saying “OK”. She said it was an unattractive 
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American colloquialism and showed a lack of respect. She became quite 
angry with me and I couldn’t understand what I had done wrong. Neither Rem 
nor I felt relaxed in her presence and I certainly don’t remember her cuddling 
us or showing us any physical affection. Mother said that she was cold even 
with her when she was a child.  

         We went to her flat before taking the train back to school in Eastbourne 
and the combination of the horrid thought of going back to school combined 
with the rigidly formal atmosphere of 98 Piccadilly made for unhappy 
memories. I would stand on the balcony overlooking Green Park and wished I 
could go and hide amongst the bushes. 

The Maiden Aunts

	 Gransie’s spinster sisters, Mabel and Lucy lived at 55 Park Lane in a 
one bedroom flat. They lived together all their lives. Husbands were hard to 
come by for girls of the First World War generation so many remained 
spinsters and often chose to live together. (Derek had a similar pair of great 
aunts called Eleanor and Edith).  

         A smart address was clearly all-important to Mabel and Lucy. I think my 
uncle paid them a generous allowance that was just sufficient to enable them 
to rent a flat in Park Lane. We were made to visit them once or twice a year.  

         They were like two pantomime dames. Mabel was the elder of the two 
and clearly the dominant one. She made the decisions and sweet little Lucy 
acquiesced. Mabel was the taller and thinner of the two with a tart personality 
to match, rather like a schoolmarm. We never had a proper conversation; 
they were wholly unused to children. We just answered a barrage of slightly 
hostile questions fired at us by Mabel. They both spoke with the remnants of 
their Lancashire accent overlaid with a faux gentility. They were careful with 
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money, as I am sure they needed to be. I remember being rather shocked at 
having to share a boiled egg with Rem at teatime. This was probably a 
hangover from food rationing. They behaved just like a married couple and 
they even shared a bed. 

Nanny: Rosamund Browne.

	 Nanny was a constant source of uncritical love and devotion. I was the 
younger son by two and a half years, her baby, how she worshipped me and 
how I loved her simple soul and her constant spoiling attentions. "Make 
haste", she would say or "less said, soonest mended". She had a stock of 
nursery phrases for every occasion, but her love was real, tender and warm. I 
was her baby, being but a few months old when she joined the family.  

         Nanny was barely five foot tall; she had suffered badly from rickets as a 
child and it showed in her bandy legs. Her hair was thin and straight, parted 
on one side and held back by a cheap Kirby grip; she could never afford more 
than an occasional visit to a hairdresser. She wore little make-up and looked 
best in plain skirts and cardigans. She possessed a homely simplicity 
perfectly in tune with her calling. She smelt of soap and warm water, baby 
powder and milky drinks. I liked her best like this; I didn’t care for it when, on 
a few occasions, she dressed-up and wore cheap scent and imitation pearls. 
She desperately wanted to be thought middle class and even invented a 
childhood in Bath as the daughter of a rector. We discovered that her origins 
were much more humble, the daughter of a bricklayer in the East-end of 
London. I welcomed the rough caress of her calloused hands misshapen by 
arthritis but, above all, I bathed in the depth of her love for me that radiated 
from her simple smile. 
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                 Unfortunately, she was unable to disguise her preference in favour of 
me over my elder brother. My mother was the same but in more subtle and 
therefore perhaps more wounding ways. My elder brother, Rem, was bright 
and picked up on these differences from a very early age. I have no doubt 
that these things affected him; it certainly impaired our relationship. I can see 
in him the same emotional reserve of both my Uncle and Grandmother: he 
was incapable of kissing Mummy with true passion - as though he really 
meant it. 

                 Nanny remained with us after we had gone to boarding school. She 
became our cook and housekeeper, but she was always called Nanny. It was 
a while before I realised that children from less privileged families called their 
grandmothers “nanna”; I rather assumed they all had nannies just like me. 

         Nanny started to become unwell just about the time I left for university. 
She was scared of seeing a doctor. I think she knew she was very sick. We 
tried to get her to go to the doctor, but she became angry and upset when the 
matter was raised. Eventually, her health collapsed and so did she. She was 
diagnosed with advanced cervical cancer. Her last days were harrowing and 
her suffering prolonged. My brother Rem and I would visit her in hospital and 
sit by her bedside and hold her hand. She kept our photographs on her 
bedside chest of drawers and bored all the nurses about her boys and how 
wonderful we were. 

            Nanny died in 1970 in the French Hospital in Shaftsbury Avenue (now 
the Covent Garden Hotel) and we buried her next to my grandmother in the 
little churchyard in the tiny hamlet where we lived in Buckinghamshire. I was 
saddened by her death.  

Isle of Man 1954-58 
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	 For a few years in the 1950’s, when I was between seven and ten, we 
lived on the Isle of Man. My parents decided to move there to save income 
tax. My mother’s small trust fund income was subject to super tax at over 
80% and dwindling fast. The decision was a poor one for my parents who 
spent as much as they saved in tax on hotels and airfares travelling back and 
forth to the mainland. Our modest house was rented. Called “Couill Vane”, 
Manx for windy corner, it was an unattractive, pebbledash, detached, 
suburban villa just outside Douglas on the road to Onchan. 

                 It was a disastrous move for my parents socially; they lost touch with 
many of their smart London friends. We children adored the holiday 
atmosphere and wide range of exciting adventurous things to do, from sea 
fishing to riding the horse trams on the front. The Island was a world of Celtic 
superstition. Little people, the local pixies, had to be saluted with “good luck 
little men” as you passed over Balaugh Bridge on the road into town from the 
airport. There were mountains and glens, majestic sandy beaches at Jurby 
with exciting sand cliffs to slide down. The climate was atrocious, always 
raining, and the island was often shrouded in mist. The locals said it was the 
cloak of the god, Maninn, hiding the island from view.  

         We made few local friends; we were never there for long enough but we 
did have mainland friends to stay. The three or four years spent living on the 
island were largely happy ones for us children; a world of ice cream and 
seaside fun. Boats entranced me even then; particularly one Edwardian 
steam packet that had four funnels, which I felt must be superior to the 
modern ones that boasted only a single funnel and looked plain by 
comparison.  

         My father, ever resourceful and inventive, organised unusual outings to 
keep us boys amused. At least once a year we would go on a fishing trip for 
mackerel and pollack. We caught them in large numbers on hand lines, often 
four at a time. We also caught garfish, those thin fast predators with a green 
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skeleton, on spinning rods. I remember the knarled old fisherman who took us 
out, his weather beaten unshaven face and his gruff, kindly manner but 
especially the sweet honey smell of his pipe tobacco. Smells are so redolent 
of childhood.  

                 The coastline of the island was unspoiled: rendered dramatic by wild 
sheer cliffs and the call of sea birds wheeling on the thermals and diving into 
the rough waters to catch the small fry. I saw puffins and seals for the first 
time. I was fascinated and a bit scared by a whirlpool that appeared at certain 
states of the tide between the main island and the Calf of Man. In my wild 
imaginings, I thought we would be sucked under into a watery grave. We 
returned ladened with fish. We helped the captain gut the fish on the way 
back to port, throwing the entrails to the flock of gulls and terns that followed 
us home, gorging themselves on this unexpected bounty. 

                 My father arranged for us to spend a day aboard a private yacht 
belonging to a Mrs Cubbin, a Manx lady. Although tied up in port we spent a 
day on board helping to repaint her bulwarks. We both thought that was 
glamorous and fun. 

         On another occasion, he organised for us to have a trip aboard an RAF 
motor rescue vessel, a fast MTB that patrolled the Irish Sea looking for any 
downed pilots from the Jurby RAF station. This was exhilarating, but quite 
how it was organised I will never know. I suppose my father still had contacts 
in the RAF from his wartime service. 

                 The island was full of magical places for children, empty stretches of 
long sandy beaches, hidden glens and the huge Laxey water mill wheel. 
There were, and maybe still are, horse drawn trams on the front at Douglas; 
the last remaining in the British Isles harking back to the days of working-
class trippers who came from the Lancashire cotton mills for holidays in 
Wakes Week. 
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                 Those days after the war were still grey and austere. My parents 
suspected that ice cream sold by small travelling vendors was contaminated, 
so we were only allowed to eat “Walls” ice cream. Chewing gum was banned 
and soft drinks limited, I don’t remember drinking Coca Cola, only a 
disgusting brew called Vimto and fizzy lemonade.  

         Roller-skating was the latest craze and we would take over the local rink 
one morning a week for private lessons, sometimes with a few friends. This 
was a highlight of each week. We were allowed to roller skate on the asphalt 
at school so being able to skate backwards and perform other tricks gave us 
considerable kudos. 

         We made our own fun; we put on plays and charged our family a small 
admission charge to see them. We played detective and war games. Our 
imagination was fed by a continuous diet of picture comics mostly in black 
and white but the art work was, in my opinion, every bit as good as any Roy 
Lichtenstein. I remember the excitement of a new comic that was launched in 
the ‘50’s called Eagle. It featured a space hero called Dan Dare and his 
sidekick Digby and their arch enemy the Mekon, an alien with an oversized 
head. It was an attempt at a more intelligent and less violent comic and 
proved a firm favourite across the nation. It has now become a classic with 
early issues fetching substantial sums of money.  

         We boys lived in the worlds of our imagination. We did not have endless 
toys. We had Hornby 00 electric trains and Meccano to built things but most 
of the time we played outdoors and invented our own adventures. Plastic 
model aeroplanes assembled with glue were another favourite and we spent 
hours inexpertly trying to assemble Fokker Triplanes and Spitfires. We tended 
to put the wings on crooked and the models soon fell to bits. The Glue 
smelled rather nice and we did attempt a bit of glue sniffing. Of course, we all 
wore shapeless grey flannel shorts with elastic snake belts and a sweater 
with a coloured ‘V’ neck and a blazer for special occasions. The traditional 
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uniform of the pre-war middle-class little boy: no jeans or trainers for us back 
then. 

                 Our house was fortuitously situated directly on the route of the 
motorcycle TT (Tourist Trophy) course. The annual TT motorcycle races were 
a much longed-for highlight of the summer. We loved to sit in the window and 
watch the practice laps and races that started noisily early in the morning. I 
well remember the smell of the burning    motorcycle oil that filled the air and 
the high-throated roar of the racing machines as they tore down the straight in 
front of our house. The bikes were the fastest in the world and famous names 
like John Surtees were our heroes. The TT course was on normal roads 
round the island, closed off for the event and for the practice days before 
hand. Quite how people got around with so many of the island’s roads closed 
to traffic I have no idea. The men who rode the bikes seemed like gods and 
super heroes although somewhat sinister in their black leathers and helmets. 

         One incident from childhood sticks in my mind. I must have been about 
eleven years old. A friend from school, a boy called Crawford Gordon, came 
to stay with his parents who were to my eyes deeply glamorous. His 
stepfather, Eric Maschwitz, was the lyricist of the classic songs, “A 
Nightingale sings in Berkeley Square” and “These Foolish Things”. His 
mother, a beautiful woman, was the owner of a nightclub in Mayfair. Her 
sophistication and poise captivated me and formed a lasting impression. 
Even at that tender age, I yearned to become, like her, a nightclub owner. An 
ambition conceived at a tender age but which was nurtured and grew in my 
soul and was later to be dramatically realised through the Embassy Club, 
Embargo, The Leopard Lounge and Heaven, my four London dance clubs. 

 	  We children were sad to leave this holiday paradise, but our parents 
were only too happy to return to the more sophisticated world of London and 
the mainland. 
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St.Andrew’s School, Meads, Eastbourne, Sussex 1955-59 

	 At prep school in the 1950s the world map was red, the British Empire 
covered a third of the globe. The Empire was still much admired, even though 
India had gained independence in 1947. Harold Macmillan’s “wind of change” 
had not yet reached Africa or the smaller colonies. Southern Rhodesia had 
still to be granted the new constitution that was to preserve white domination 
and was the basis for UDI in 1968. 

                 The School library had acquired few additions since the war, so our 
fiction was limited to Biggles, G.A. Henty and Harrison Ainsworth. It is 
interesting to remember that in the 1950’s the First World War was far closer 
in time than the Second World War is now. My father had fought in the 1st 
war and it was recent history to us all.  

                 St. Andrew's bore a marked resemblance to Llanaba School as 
depicted in Evelyn Waugh’s novel Decline and Fall. The headmaster was Mr. 
Liddell, reputedly a relation of Alice Liddell of Alice in Wonderland fame: his 
interests were an easy life, gin and horses. He was a bluff outgoing man with 
little or no sympathy for the boys in his charge. My mother told me that if she 
rang up to inquire about our welfare after nine at night he was invariably the 
worse for drink. He lived with Mrs. Liddell on the private side of the large 
rambling mansion that was the school; nestled into the side of the South 
Downs in the little seaside village of Meads, a suburb of Eastbourne.  

                 The winters were so cold and the heating so inadequate that all the 
boys suffered from chilblains and boils. We slept in dormitories under thick 
blankets often wearing our woolly Jaeger dressing gowns in bed to keep 
warm at night.  
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         The boys played team games such as French and English, where two 
sides would attempt to cross a space trying to avoid being touch-tagged by 
an opponent. There were midnight feasts and dorm rags. The world of Billy 
Bunter was alive and well at St. Andrew’s. No attempt was made to curb 
bullying and there were some truly beastly boys who made life hell for me.  

                 In Summer, we roller skated on the asphalt, walked on the Sussex 
downs where I collected the characteristic insects of the chalk downland such 
as the bloody nose beetle and the beautiful privet hawk moth. I captured a 
pair of moths in the act of mating and the female laid hundreds of bright green 
eggs. They hatched into pretty green striped caterpillars, which in turn 
pupated and metamorphosed into beautiful moths. By a strange coincidence, 
they were the same colours as the school tie, purple, pink and bright green.  

         The grassy banks with their lofty elm trees lay behind the playing fields 
but inside the stout flint walls that bounded the school grounds. The long 
grass was out-of-bounds but this did not stop me spending hours lying there 
daydreaming or collecting insects.  

                 Like most gay boys, I was hopeless at ball games and especially at 
catching - I couldn’t catch for toffees. Cricket was a trial and a bore; a time for 
daydreaming while lazing in deep field, hoping and praying the ball wouldn’t 
come my way.  

                 I was an emotional and sensitive child, very afraid of physical pain. I 
hated discomfort. I was eager to please which meant that I became rather a 
mamma’s boy, not calculated to make me popular with others my own age. I 
lived my schooldays in constant fear of being beaten although I seldom risked 
doing anything naughty enough to merit it.  

         I can only remember being beaten once. I was involved in a dorm’ pillow 
fight; no doubt we were all in high spirits and making a noise, but it was the 
last day of term and we were going home for the holidays. Mr Harrison or 
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“Harry”, an especially aggressive red-faced master whom I loathed, stormed 
into the dorm’ and headed straight for me. He boxed me hard around the face 
until I cried, took me by the ear, dragged me howling along the corridor to a 
side room, pulled down my pyjama bottoms, put me over his knee and 
spanked me hard with his bare hand. I don’t know what made him so very 
angry, I think he just didn’t like me and wanted to make me cry. 

                 There were, of course, happy times. I longed for the holidays and 
Nanny’s home cooking. I loved our seaside summer holidays with hours 
spent messing around in boats or on bicycles, with butterfly net and collecting 
box or just dreaming the hours away on warm summer days. I lived in my 
world of dreams and fantasy.  

                 I made up stories for my own amusement and, for a while at prep 
school, gained a reputation as a storyteller in the dorm after lights out. I didn’t 
have the personality or talent to be witty or amusing, so often a ruse of 
inadequate boys to make themselves popular. I regret that no one introduced 
me to music or fine art and I did not grow to love either serious music or 
poetry until after leaving school. Either would have provided inspiration and 
consolation to a lonely young boy. The prep school world I grew up in was 
manly, philistine and uncultured, unchanged in any material way from the 
boarding schools of the pre-war era.  

                 I was conscious that I was somehow different from other boys, more 
delicate and fastidious, not interested in, or good at, games but removed from 
the others by aspirations and longings as yet undefined. 

                 About this time, I developed an interest in maps and atlases that 
remains with me to this day. I loved the multi-coloured visual texture of them; I 
spent hours pouring over maps of distant places marvelling at the exotic 
names. Perhaps I fancied myself taking a boat up the Orinoco or visiting 
Blantyre, which I knew to be the capital of Nyasaland. There was so much 
romance in all these strange names and distant exotic places. I was given an 
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old map of the Andaman Islands on a piece of silk. I revered it as though it 
were a rare map leading to a cache of buried treasure. I wondered how the 
boundaries of countries came to be just where they were, and I was and still 
am, especially intrigued by enclaves of one country that are outliers 
completely surrounded by a different state. I had an excellent knowledge of 
geography and a good memory for names and places. I suppose it was all a 
strange form of daydreaming and fantasising.  

         I had always thought that my fascination with isolated islands, colonial 
hangovers and enclaves was a sort of strange affliction unique to me. I have 
since learned that are a few other fellow sufferers. This is not some shameful, 
sad pastime like train spotting but an interest engendered by a vivid childhood 
imagination. I spent hours pouring over maps and atlases, wondering what 
these tiny specs of land were like and how they came to exist. I had a 
romantic interest in small independent states, although by now they were few 
in number. I thought the world, and especially Europe, the poorer for their 
demise. I learned with horror that San Marino had a communist government. 
My faith in Ruritania was shattered. What on earth was the point of a tiny 
pocket state if it could not boast a Grand Duke or at least a Prince-Bishop to 
perform high mass in a Baroque cathedral bedecked with gold chalices and 
high renaissance art? I fondly imagined the aforementioned Prince-Bishop 
hosting lavish banquets in his palace with incomparably beautiful altar boys 
as servitors dressed in yards of Brussels’s lace. This seemed to me to be the 
only redeeming feature for the Papacy. I then learned that San Marino had, of 
all things, a football team; henceforth it ceased to exist as far as I was 
concerned. Colonial enclaves were decidedly more reliable, surely they must 
boast at least a governor in a tricorn hat with feathers and gold braid on his 
dress uniform and a retinue of handsome young officers performing endless 
parades and arcane ceremonials in the courtyard of an old fort? The comedy 
film, The Mouse that Roared, was the embodiment of my childhood dreams. I 
could not understand what benefits were to be had from a headlong rush into 
the Risorgimento. Both Italy and Germany were immeasurably better off and 
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safer as a collection of hundreds of principalities and city-states. The 
imagination of a gay child is wonderfully inventive and always intensely 
romantic. 

                 At a dinner party in San Francisco recently, I learnt that a landscape 
designer friend, Stephen Suzman – a relative of the brave and pugnacious 
Helen who fought Apartheid- shared my interest in enclaves and knew all 
about Livia, an enclave of Spain in France, and Busingen, an enclave of 
Germany in Switzerland, and many other discoveries. Later, on reading 
Matthew Pariss’s autobiography and then sitting next to him at dinner, I learnt 
that he too shares our arcane interest. I suppose its all a form of daydreaming 
and fanaticising. Whereas Matthew is adventurous and actually wants to visit 
these places, I dislike discomfort and have no wish to destroy my imaginings 
with stark reality. I am content to read about and research my finds and 
collect them like stamps. Never one for roughing it, my idea of slumming is 
drinking champagne out of a tumbler. 

                 Many of the masters were decidedly more interested in their charges 
than was quite proper. They varied from the kind and gentle French master, 
Mr. Eric Sier, to the truly terrifying bullies Mr. J.I.C.Dent and Mr. Harrison or 
“Sos” and “Harry” as they were nicknamed. Harry, the man who had beaten 
me, was my particular hate. He was like an angry bull when roused. He had 
sparse reddish hair that seemed to stand on end when he was furious. In my 
memory, he never smiled and we all lived in fear of his irrational temper that 
could erupt without much warning. Mr. Farley, the music master, never 
thought to play us any classical music. I think I only learn to play the triangle. 
The poor man lost his job after he was arrested in a public lavatory in town.  

         Mr. B… was probably still in his twenties although he seemed ancient to 
us. We were impressed us with his knowledge of German and taught us to 
say hande hoch (hands up) and other phrases that gave a certain air of 
realism to our endless war games. His preferred game involved putting his 

Page 39



hands up the shorts of little boys while marking their work. We didn’t really 
mind but we would have preferred if he hadn’t. I think if any adult had found 
out and made a fuss the damage to us would have been far greater than the 
mild displeasure we felt at being touched up in this way. The masters were 
nearly all, I think, pederastically inclined but far too nervous to force 
themselves on boys who were not co-operative. The fact that they were 
rather too fond of the boys made an otherwise underpaid and thankless job 
tolerable and probably made them better and more caring masters. The same 
could not be said of the sadistic ones. 

         In common with all such establishments of that period the teaching was 
perfunctory and science almost non-existent. The lab equipment was ancient, 
left over from pre-war days and it was all broken or had bits missing. Latin 
prep was compulsory every night after the age of eleven. Sports were all 
important and home comforts and edible food absent. Like Evelyn Waugh, 
and those of his generation, we were also always cold and hungry. We still 
used a traditional slang based on Latin, such as “cave” meaning beware 
when a master approached and “quis” when someone wanted to give away 
something followed by a shout of “ego” by the boy who wanted to claim it. In 
spite of all this Latin, I still had trouble passing my “O” level exam at Harrow. 
The teaching was universally uninspiring, learning was mostly by rote or 
instilled by fear but we got a good grounding in all the basics. The dead 
languages were taught as if they had never lived. 

                 Mr. Bryan, the Latin master had his own method of getting you to 
remember Latin Grammar. “What boy” he would say “is the difference 
between the active and passive tenses?” If you got the answer wrong he was 
only too happy to demonstrate with a hard swipe of the ruler on an open hand 
“That is active and the pain you feel boy is passive”: boy did it smart!  

                 The only sport I liked was shooting but the fact the range was the 
province of the hated Mr. Dent meant that I went out of my way to avoid being 
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noticed even there. Mr Dent was nearly bald, red faced and unfriendly; he 
was one of the few masters that did not have a prurient interest in his 
charges. 

                 I buried myself in my own world of natural history and particularly the 
micro world of Insects and butterfly collecting. I loved to idle way summer 
afternoon out of bounds, smelling the cut hay and listening to the distant 
sound of boys voices and the sound of ball against bat, secure in the 
knowledge I did not have to catch or field anything. My focus on a few square 
inches of grass or the peeled back bark of an ancient elm tree and the insects 
they contained. I shared this passion with another misfit, John Scarman, son 
of the soon-to-be-famous Judge of the appeal court, Lord Scarman, and his 
sweet, gentle wife Ruth.  

                 I left St.Andrew’s school early, in 1959, and attended a “crammers” in 
London (Davies, Lang & Dick) as a day boy in order to concentrate on my 
studies for the Common Entrance exam for Harrow. I rather enjoyed the 
break from the rigid discipline and horrors of prep school. Living at home 
again, eating Nanny’s delicious home cooking, was bliss.  

London and Family 1958 Onwards 

	 After the age of eleven, and on our return from the Isle of Man, the 
family lived in a mansion flat in Carlisle Place, Victoria in the centre of London 
close to the eponymous railway station. We boys had few friends of our own 
age except in the summer when we stayed with family friends at the seaside. 
The standards my mother instilled in me hindered my emotional development 
and made me appear old-fashioned and priggish to my schoolboy 
contemporaries; not helpful in my quest to be accepted and make friends. 
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         London in the 1950’s and early 1960’s was a dirty city full of bombsites, 
buildings blackened with the soot of coal fires, smog and steam trains. The 
gas lamps in our street were still lit each night by a man on a bicycle with a 
long pole. There were periodic “pea-souper” fogs when you could hardly see 
a hand in front of you and many old people died from breathing the 
sulphurous fumes. I remember the cry of the rag and bone man as he came 
down our street in his horse drawn cart, shades of Wilfred Bramble in the 
television comedy, Steptoe & Son.  

         The bombsites were overgrown with buddleias; rosebay willow herb and 
other wild flowers that attracted insects, especially butterflies, and they in turn 
encouraged the bird life. The evening skies were shrill with the calls of the 
thousands of sparrows and starlings that wheeled and turned in unison on 
their way to roost in Trafalgar Square and Whitehall. It was a city of drab 
uniform people wearing shapeless clothes and eating disgusting overcooked 
food. It always seemed to be wet and raining. London was a city of 
mackintoshes and umbrellas. Countless pigeons fed off the wasteland as well 
as human rubbish. Children and visitors fed the pigeons in Trafalgar Square 
so all the buildings were defaced with bird excrement. 

                 Restaurants hardly existed. People ate in cafes, pubs or hotels and 
gentlemen at their clubs. Fast food outlets did not exist unless you count eel 
and pie shops or Lyons Corner House. Men wore bowler hats to work and 
carried rolled umbrellas come rain or shine. Everything seemed damaged or 
decayed, rather like the London portrayed in old black and white movies. 
When we were little boys we lunched at the Grosvenor Hotel at Victoria 
railway station, eating the hotel food of the times: soup, grey roast meat and 
two vegetables followed by a steamed pudding, before catching the school 
train to Eastbourne.  

                 We would often spend the day with Gransie at 98 Piccadilly in her flat 
overlooking Green Park before departure for school. Gransie’s maid, an ugly 
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fat German girl called Miss Gruby, fed us sausages and sauerkraut and 
taught us to sing and yodel,  “I love to go a wandering, with a knapsack on my 
back.” My grandmother was not kind to her, I don’t know why she stayed; she 
was treated so badly: rather like my mother was to do with her own staff in 
her later years. My mother vowed that she would never become like her 
mother who fell out with all her friends by being hyper critical of their 
behaviour or punctuality. Of course, that is exactly what she did. As Oscar 
Wilde observed “all women become like their mothers, that is their 
misfortune”. 

                 We watched TV for the first time at the Coronation but we were 
fortunate to be able to watch some of the procession from Gransie’s balcony 
overlooking Piccadilly on the route of the royal procession. Like most children, 
we were giving little metal painted models of the coronation coach and 
commemorative coffee mugs. We waived our union flags enthusiastically 
from the balcony as the procession passed by.  

         My parents disapproved of all things American, from pushy mothers to 
chewing gum and comics. We were hardly ever allowed to watch television at 
home and when an American friend brought us a huge box of gum we had to 
write a thank-you letter but the gum was immediately consigned to the waste 
bin. My mother particularly thought all Americans uncivilised and pushy and 
not quite “our class”. It definitely made her feel superior to have others to look 
down on. 

Aldeburgh 

	 My happiest memories of Aldeburgh were, as so often with me then, 
solitary ones. Days spent with a butterfly net in the wild areas behind the 
beach on the long road to Thorpeness amongst the rushes and grasses 
chasing magpie moths, orange tips, painted ladies and the beautiful five spot 
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Burnett moths. I had at last found an interest at which I could excel and one 
that fitted well with my solitary nature, my cataloguing mind and my 
appreciation of natural beauty. 

	 These were idyllic times. I first became aware of the beauty of the 
English countryside in high summer. I remember the wealth of wild flowers 
and the butterflies and beetles that inhabited them. In my mind’s eye, nature 
was much richer in those days and insects of all sorts more numerous and 
varied. Natural history, and especially entomology, became my passion. I 
collected avidly and spent hours pouring over books identifying my finds. 
What a bore I must have been to others especially my long-suffering family. I 
longed for pets but had to make do with crabs, lizards and caterpillars most of 
which died quickly and odiferously in my inexperienced hands. At that time, I 
thought I wanted to become a naturalist or possibly a vet. 

	 One sour note was my uneasy relationship with my brother, Rem. We 
were always arguing. It must have been so difficult for my mother having to 
deal with two boys who didn’t get along. We went for a long cycle ride one 
day, just the two of us. Rem’s bike was of course larger than mine. As it had a 
high cross bar, it was impossible for me to ride. We had a blazing row that 
ended in a fight and Rem rode off on my bike, leaving me with his. I was such 
a little goody-goody that I wheeled his heavy bike all the way home instead of 
leaving it and walking back alone.  

	 On one occasion, Gransie came to stay and as the house was too small 
for us all; we were put in a nearby hotel with Nanny. We made so much noise 
during one of our periodic rows that the manager asked us to leave. I seemed 
to be following the pattern set by my father and as I was to discover, his 
father, in not getting on well with my older brother.  

Harrow School, 1960 - 1964 
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Harrow was an unhappy time for me. I was a misfit, shy and no good 
at sports and consequently not a popular boy. I made few friends and none 
save Hugh Massingberd lasted into adulthood. The only sport at which I 
excelled was shooting. I was in the school “eight” for both small bore and full 
bore rifle shooting. The small bore team, much to amazement of my 
housemaster, won the Country Life competition against hundreds of other 
schools and I was in the winning team. We were also successful at full bore 
coming about eighteenth out of 350 schools at Bisley, the annual three-day 
jamboree and public schools shooting championship at the army ranges in 
Surrey. 

In my last term, when I was barely seventeen, I developed a duodenal 
ulcer that nearly ruptured and killed me. It was probably brought on by the 
stress of my unhappiness. The school doctor treated me for indigestion and 
clearly assumed I was a malingerer. I returned at the end of the term, having 
had no tuition at home, to sit my “A” level exams and consequently only 
managed pass grades. I left school in 1964 to recuperate at home before 
being sent to Kenya to convalesce. 

Roots - Tracing My Family History 

I had always meant to find out more about my family history. I finally 
did something about this omission in 1995. I knew something of my mother’s 
family, Johnson. They were Sheffield confectionary manufacturers (Bassett’s 
Liquorice Allsorts), but I knew precious little about my father’s relations or 
antecedents.  

          
I had always been told that my father’s mother was a widow and that 

her husband, Horace, had died around 1896 when my father was about a 
year old. My exhaustive researches in the weighty tomes of Somerset House 
failed to locate a death certificate or any divorce record. I knew my 
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grandfather was alive at the time of my father’s christening in 1896; he had 
signed the baptismal certificate – but what had happened to him after that?  

          
I learnt that my grandmother, Bennie, was referred to as a “penniless 

widow” in Lord Hartwell’s biography of his father, William Berry, the 1st 
Viscount Camrose. Young William Berry had arrived in London in 1899, aged 
19, from the Welsh valleys to take lodgings in Kensington with Bennie, and 
the biography refers to letters home to Wales, “How is dear Mrs Norman and 
is the will out?” I have no idea how this family of Welshmen came to connect 
with my grandmother and indeed be on such intimate terms. It may have 
been a contact through the Baptist Church, but in any event, there was clearly 
an established and trusting friendship.  

          
My next task was to find Horace’s birth certificate. I knew his age as it 

was listed on his marriage certificate: he was born in approximately 1862. My 
breakthrough came when I traced my grandfather’s birth certificate. Legend 
had it that he came from East Anglia but it transpired that there were two 
Horace Normans, both born in East Anglia the same year. I had to research 
the 1891 Census to eliminate the one from Hoxton, Suffolk who was then still 
living at home; that left Cottenham, Cambridgeshire as the birthplace of my 
grandfather. The 1871 census records provided me with the details of the 
family and their address in the village. 

          
During one of my visits to my old University, Cambridge, I decided to 

cold-call all Normans in Cottenham and eventually struck lucky. From the 
census return, I knew that my Horace was one of six brothers and it also 
listed their names; Herbert; Edgar; Horace; Amos; Leonard; and Clifford – the 
last named lived all his life in Cottenham and died unmarried as late as 1952. 
After many a false start, I finally spoke to a Christine Norman who confirmed 
that her grandfather, Amos, had a brother called Horace. I asked if I could 
visit her and she kindly asked me to tea. She assumed I knew far more about 
our family than I did, “You must have seen the book?” She said. My heart 
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missed a beat. What book could there possibly be that mentioned our 
ordinary family. 

          
She disappeared into her bedroom and return holding a small 

paperback entitled Mundane Matters. This slim volume had been written by a 
cousin, Richard Norman (son of one of the six brothers, Herbert), and was 
published some ten years previously in 1982. It was a memoir of life in 
Cottenham before the First World War based on his recollections of family 
life. The Normans were yeoman farmers cultivating about 65 acres of fertile 
fenland, mainly for soft fruit that they sold to the local Chivers jam factory in 
nearby Histon.  

         
The text gave brief details of each of the sons and commented, 

“Horace went to America”. It was an “Eureka” moment. My grandfather had 
not died young; he had left his wife and emigrated. I reasoned that America 
probably meant the USA. Most remarkable of all, the little book contained a 
rather stylish posed family photograph; Horace looked especially dashing in a 
wing-collar with a carnation in his buttonhole. The photograph included the six 
brothers; and my great-grandparents, Robert and Harriet Norman; Robert 
died in 1908 so the picture must predate that year.  

          
From what I learned from Christine, I believe Horace came back from 

America to see his ageing parents for one last time. Christine told me that he 
had to rush to leave the country when his abandoned wife, Bennie, got wind 
of his return. All this was news to me and I felt excited to have gained a whole 
chunk of somewhat salacious history and family background. 

          
On my next visit to New York, Derek and I spent an afternoon trawling 

through the microfilm records of the 1900 and 1910 census returns, State by 
State. Eventually, Derek struck gold, finding my Horace Norman in Chicago 
with his job listed as a “motorman on a streetcar”. He had married again, a 
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young widow called Minnie Coleman - presumably bigamously - and she had 
a small son, Franklin by her dead husband.  

         
 I contacted a genealogist in Chicago who took two years to trace 

Franklin and his children. He found a step-grandson, Clyde Coleman, a man 
in his seventies, living near Lawrence, Michigan. I called him out-of-the-blue 
and his bemused wife answered. I established my bona fide and gradually 
won his trust. He remembered my grandfather vividly; Horace had, in effect, 
been his grandfather too. He had sat on his knee as a young boy in the 
1930’s - I had made contact.  

         
 Derek and I planned a visit to Chicago and hired a car to drive out to 

Lawrence, Michigan. The Coleman family welcomed us warmly and showed 
us Horace’s final home, a modest wooded house and smallholding. They took 
us to visit the graveside where he was buried beside his 2nd wife, Minnie. I 
stood beside my grandfather’s grave on that cold blustery autumn day. It was 
the culmination of a long investigation into a family mystery. The cold wind 
blew and leaves swirled around the churchyard. I wrapped my coat around 
me and pondered on how strange life is and how easily we can be diverted 
onto a totally different path. Here I was so many miles away from home in an 
alien continent. What had actually happened to make Horace leave his life in 
England, his wife and two sons? Did he think of them or care about their fate? 
After marrying bigamously and becoming a US citizen, Horace lived until 8th 
October 1936, never as far as I know, having seen his two sons again. I 
wonder if he even knew that they had both survived the First World War? I will 
never know. 

         
 Horace’s wife, my grandmother, Bennie, remains something of a 

mystery. According to her birth certificate, she was born In Wareham, Dorset 
in 1858. Her father, Thomas Eeles, was the first Superintendent of the 
Dorsetshire Constabulary in that town. A fact confirmed when I visited the 
town and bought a book, Wareham: A Pictorial History by Lillian Ladle, that 
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mentioned him by name in a caption to a period photograph of the old police 
station.  

          
Although of humble origins, those who knew Bennie attest to the fact 

that she carried herself majestically and lived well with a car and servants in a 
large house, Holdway House, in the leafy suburbs of Woking, Surrey. I found 
the house; it is now a private school. What remains a mystery is how she paid 
for all of this grandeur and managed to educate her two sons at 
Hurstpierpoint College. Did she have a rich lover? The recent listing of the 
1901 census on the Internet told me that her given profession was “linguist 
working from home,” which hardly seems a plausible explanation for her 
wealth. She raised both my father and his brother, Donald, to be gentlemen; 
they dressed, spoke and acted to the manor born. 

             
My father, who set great store by the love and respect he accorded 

his mother, kept her in her old age. She went to live in Clayton, Sussex, with 
my father’s stepdaughter Sylvia Cleary and her husband Eustace as 
mentioned in Dirk Bogarde’s autobiography. His family also lived in the 
village. The wheel has come full circle now that Dirk’s younger brother, 
Gareth, and his family have become friends and neighbours at our beloved 
weekend retreat, Needsore Cottages, on the Solent. Elizabeth (Lou) 
Goodings, Dirk and Gareth’s elder sister, knew and liked Sylvia and has told 
me many stories about her life in Clayton. 

          
I was invited to a dinner by given by friends, Crispin and Shauna 

Money-Coutts (Lord and Lady Latymer). Shauna had also invited a young 
male couple, one of whom was a work colleague at Christie’s. As his name 
was Harry Williams-Bulkeley, I asked him if he was related to the Sir Richard 
Williams-Bulkeley who had recently died; he said he was his grandfather. I 
asked him if he knew about Bob Norman and he told me that he had seen 
pictures of him and my father in family photo albums. He was intrigued to 
meet a relation of the, to him mysterious, Roland Norman. We worked out 
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that his grandfather recently deceased was my brother’s brother, an age gap 
between us of about forty years. 

ADDENDUM BY Jeremy Norman January 2026 

It is intriguing to read the above twenty years after I had written it; so 
much detail I had forgotten. It shows that one should write one’s biography 
before 60 as memories fade thereafter. 

The mystery of my father’s father has bugged me for these last years. 
I realised that my father’s father, Horace, left Ellen (Bennie) his wife, 
presumably after discovering that the two boys were not his, and that his wife 
had a lover. I now know this to be true thanks to DNA testing. I suspect 
Horace was impotent and Ellen needed sex and wanted children. 

Many, on David’s side of the family, believed or wished to believe, that 
they were the sons of William Berry (Lord Camrose, b23Jun 1879) who 
lodged with Grandma Ellen in 1901 aged 21.  How and why this boy from 
Merthyr Tydfil in south Wales should have become her lodger history does not 
relate but it seems the families either knew one another or became close. In a 
letter quoted in Lord Hartwell’s autobiography, Camrose’s mother asks after 
‘Dear Mrs Norman, and has the will been read yet?’ The later presumably 
alludes to the fictional death of her husband, Horace. For reasons of social 
respectability, Ellen passed herself off as a widow. 

Donald, my father’s elder brother was born in 1893 and therefore 
conceived in 1892 when William Berry would have been just 13, so he is not 
the father of either of the boys. 

Both David Norman, my first cousin, and I have approximately 9 % of 
Ashkenasi Jewish heritage and there is no Jewish blood anywhere else in 
either Norman or Johnson lineage. DNA testing finds it hard if not impossible 
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to distinguish Sephardic jewish genes. I now believe that my father was 
probably 25-50% Jewish, mostly Sephardic.  

Looking at my DNA relations, I find a vein of Jewish blood from the 
Romain or Anidjar-Romain family, well-connected Sephardic jews originally 
from Portugal via Amsterdam. All my jewish relations derive from Abraham 
Anidjar-Romain (1828-1898) and wife Deborah Costa (1831-1905). They had 
a number of sons any one of which could have been my genetic grandfather. 
They were married and buried in the Spanish and Portuguese synagogue of 
Bevis Marks, incidentally the oldest synagogue in the city of London. They 
mostly were born and lived in Spitalfields in the East End of London. By trade 
they were mainly jewellers or lawyers and I’m unsure which trade has the 
higher social status. 

So says the genetic evidence but I wore a gold cygnet ring that has 
belonged to my father engraved with a crest of ‘an armoured arm dexter 
holding a key’, with the motto Animo et Fide. I know my father always wore 
this ring. Just a year ago a cousin sent me a photo of the identical ring on the 
finger of my cousin David, son of Donald Norman. For years, even when I 
owned Burke’s Peerage, I was unable to find the family to which this crest 
belonged. Purely by accident this year, I found that family.  

Two brothers, Arthur and Maurice Lever (Levy) sons of Joseph Levy, 
proprietor of the clothing manufacturer, Hart & Levy of Leicester, both became 
Liberal MPs and both became Baronets. I suspect they bought these with 
their considerable wealth at a time when Lloyd George was selling titles to 
raise money for the party. Levy is a common Jewish name and there is a 
distant Levy connection with Anidjar-Romain but I cannot find any connection 
between the two Levy’s. Ellen gave Roland a leather photo wallet with 
pictures of both boys in their late teens or early twenties. I guess this was a 
momento for Roland to carry to war in 1914, I still have the wallet in my 
possession. Written on the cover in ink is an inscription; To Roland from 
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mother - Animo et Fide. From this it is clear that they both treasured a 
connection with the Levy brothers, or at least one of them. They are both the 
right age to have fathered the boys but I can find no genetic connection, 
however there are few descendants. A further pointer is the Leicester 
connection. My father joined the Leicestershire regiment in WW1, he had no 
other connection to that county. 

The mystery deepens when one considers that Ellen must have had 
money, both boys were educated at Hurstpierpoint school. Ellen lived in style 
in a detatched house in Esher that she named Holdway House; this became 
a school. I conclude that she must have been kept by someone of substance.  

Roland enjoyed access to powerful people in society, especially a 
wealthy Jewish family that lived in Kensington Palace Gardens. Austro-
German Jews who settled in London and proceeded to become anglicised 
and affluent. Joseph Pollak was a stockbroker and at one time president of 
the London Stock Exchange. The Pollaks lived at 12a Kensington Gardens, in 
a home originally built for Sir Samuel Morton Peto. That is where May Pollak 
married Ernest Oppenheimer in 1906.  

Mary Lena (k/a May) Pollak daughter of Joseph and Emma Pollak) 
b1886; She died in 1934. May was somehow was introduced to my father 
after WW1, they clearly formed a close attachment. May was stuck in 
London, her husband, Ernest Oppenheimer, had already returned to South 
Africa to take up the reins of de Beers and Anglo American only recently 
founded in 1917. A letter was found in the Brenthurst Library in Jo’Burgh from 
May to Ernest asking about a job that he had promised Roland Norman:- 

Letter from May Oppenheimer to Ernest Oppenheimer, 24 
February [1919]: "You simply can’t let me down now…You spend so much 
money on charity, so you might put up a little to help a Pal & a real white man, 
even if you have to create a job for him until a proper one comes along”… "I 
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hope you are not going to let Roland Norman down too, as he is counting 
absolutely on becoming your Private Secretary & is only waiting to hear from 
you when you need him. He is buying his Mufti & is getting things specially 
suitable for Africa. He is spending practically all his Gratuity on these things & 
he can’t afford to waste the money.” - A heartfelt plea from a woman about a 
boy she was especially fond of or perhaps even loved. I find the phrase, ‘and 
a real white man’ curious. The expression normally meant a reliable person 
who shares our point of view, in this context I wonder if this means, a fellow 
Jew? 

My mother, not the most reliable source of gossip, told me that my 
father had gone out to South Africa after WW1 to be Sir Ernest’s private 
secretary. She believed that he was May’s toy boy. This is born out by the fact 
that the job lasted a mere three months and Roland was back in London by 
early 1920. Somehow he had made some money; was he paid off by Ernest 
or did he run a parcel of uncut stones home that he was able to sell at a 
considerable profit? We will never know. Anyway Roland was rich enough to 
buy himself a partnership on the Stock Exchange, a house and small estate 
in Sussex at Bylsborough and donate a squash court and a new chapel tower 
to his old school. 

Through this or other society connections Roland met and married a 
war widow some 10 years his senior, Victoria Alexandrina Stella Williams-
Bulkeley, nee Legge, and known as Vita. She had three children by her first 
marriage, an elder boy, a younger son named David W-B and a daughter 
Sylvia. Her husband and her brother had both been killed in action in the war. 

Vita and Roland had one son together, Robert Norman. Victoria was 
the daughter of Sir Harry Legge, close friend and Equerry to the King, George 
V and a goddaughter of Queen Victoria. The family were connected at the 
highest level of society attested by the family visitor’s book for their house 
Fulmer Gardens, Slough, and also by a slim gold pocket knife in my 
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possession inscribed, Harry Legge from George RI (Rex Imperator) Xmas 
1910. The visitors book is replete with royalty, politicians and aristocracy. My 
father married well socially if not financially.  

Robert (Bob) had a horrid time at Eton and was badly bullied and 
apparently raped. He left school aged 17 and joined the Royal Navy as an 
ordinary seaman; he was killed in action shortly thereafter in the North Sea. 
This is one reason why I and my brother were sent to Harrow, my father 
refused to send another son to Eton. I feel such affinity with this brother I 
never met. I too was bullied at school for not being sporty or manly. We 
looked somewhat alike and I can’t help feeling that, like me, he was gay; of 
course, that I will never know. 

Someone introduced my father to a number of rich and influential 
Jewish people, May Pollak, mentioned above being the main one. Was this 
his genetic father? Or maybe he was introduced around by William Berry, 
Lord Camrose, by 1918 he was a successful press baron and must have 
know many rich and famous people. He had developed a strong affection for 
my father; a little child of five or six when he was a young adult living at the 
same address.  

The DNA evidence suggest my father’s father was probably a 
Sephardic Jew, maybe even 50% Jewish given that Sephardic ancestry often 
seems absent in the record. He was closely related to the Anidjar-Romain 
family. The circumstantial evidence suggest one of the Levy brothers but I 
have yet to establish a relationship between the Levy brothers and the 
Anidjar-Romains. 

Ellen Norman 

• 	Census June 19 1921 - 95 Queen's Gate, South Kensington, Kensington, 
London. Her son Donald was living there with two of his children:- 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Elizabeth Janet Cameron Norman, Donald Eelles Norman, Graeme Donald 
Cameron Norman 
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