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        — PROLOGUE —



        
          

        


        
          

          Mingling with other guests in the magnificent Picture Gallery at Buckingham Palace on a damp and chilly evening in November 2014, I seemed to sense the benign, ghostly presence of the extraordinary man whose career had brought us together twenty five years after his death.


          The occasion was to celebrate the 75th anniversary of the Parliamentary & Scientific Committee, founded by Christopher Powell, who went on to establish it as the most influential and prestigious of all the many non-official committees operating in the British Parliament. Its aim has been the promotion of an effective and continuous forum for the discussion of relevant issues between Parliamentarians and scientists – hopefully leading to action where needed.


          Attending that Autumn evening were representatives of well over a hundred Peers and MPs in membership, together with distinguished members of scientific and technical organisations and others from universities and industry.


          Recalling Powell’s knowledge and appreciation of fine art, reflected in his personal collection of old master drawings and etchings, I quietly applauded the choice of the fabulous Picture Gallery for the reception. No matter how busy he was in assisting his unrivalled list of clients as their parliamentary consultant, Powell always found time to enjoy the fine things of life – visiting art galleries, wining and dining in good restaurants, attending first night performances of ballets and plays, or chancing his luck at the tables of high-class gambling clubs. Close friends described him as a bon viveur, a discerning gourmet, and – helped by his good looks and polished style – a successful ‘ladies man’.


          His Royal Highness Prince Philip, as ever a relaxed and amicable host at the Palace that evening, had been a member of the Committee for decades and served as President during its fiftieth anniversary year when I had succeeded Powell as administrative secretary. He had been an admirer of Powell’s superb professionalism – and they had something important in common. They had both undergone the rigorous training of a British regular naval officer between the two world wars.


          The P&S Committee’s annual lunch at the Savoy Hotel 1958. Left to right: Rt Hon Herbert Morrison MP (President), HRH Prince Phillip, Duke of Edinburgh, Lt. Commander Christopher Powell (Administrative Secretary), Rt Hon Viscount Samuel (Vice President).


          To provide the continuity Powell would have hoped for, his former long-serving secretary Mrs Annabel Lloyd, who had helped to organise the event, was present in her role as the Committee’s latest administrative secretary.


          Called up from retirement in the Royal Navy Reserve in World War ll, Powell became a highly esteemed member of Whitehall’s Censorship Office. Demobilised with well earned thanks and the rank of Lieutenant Commander RN, he was proud to be known from then on as ‘the Commander’. It was also from then on that his influence, expertise and successful campaigning on an unprecedented range of, often highly technical, issues consolidated Lobbying’s claim to be the Fifth Estate of the realm.


          I had first become aware of the Commander when reporting on Parliament for the respected old Liberal newspaper founded by Charles Dickens – the News Chronicle. I joined the Parliamentary Press Gallery in January 1957 as Harold Macmillan made his first appearance as Prime Minister in the Commons, having replaced Anthony Eden whose health and reputation had been broken by the shambles of the illegal invasion of Suez fiasco. My job was to report Question Time and then hunt for news by mingling with MPs in the Members’ Lobby.


          Every day I would first do a round of the large central lobby where members of the public went en route to the Commons public gallery, or to try to meet their, often elusive, constituency MPs. Bearing my coveted special Lobby Correspondent’s pass, I would then walk along a narrow corridor to enter the Members’ lobby which led to the Commons chamber. It was there that I first saw Commander Christopher Powell – and continued to see him regularly, usually with a wad of papers in his hand, as he conversed with MPs.


          Dressed in a formal short black jacket and striped trousers, white shirt and sober tie, he looked like an official of Parliament. I assumed he was – and was not alone in making that mistake. MPs have admitted that, when new to the Commons, they had thought this distinguished looking, rather ruddy faced, gentlemen was someone holding an official post of importance in the Palace of Westminster. In fact, although he was not part of officialdom, he was, indeed, a very important and influential representative of the Fifth Estate of the Realm – a growing body of professional lobbyists and pressure groups involved in liaison with MPs and Peers in the vital democratic process of opinion forming.


          In line with his low profile tactic of merging into the background of Parliament, the Commander kept quiet about his many, often extraordinary triumphs – unlike some clumsy, publicity-seeking lobbyists of the type who increasingly entered the profession from the 1970s. He sought to ensure that, if a client – trade association, major company, professional body etc. – wanted publicity for one of his legislative achievements, the credit went to that client, not to himself. This led to some monumental misunderstandings by the media. No better example of this is the Press coverage of the famous campaign to reform Purchase Tax, in which I was one of those reporters guilty of giving the public the misleading impression that the credit should be given to the ‘cad of the Commons’ – the pushy moustachioed braggart with the voice and manner of a despotic drill sergeant – Gerald Nabarro.


          In 1958, a year after I joined the Parliamentary Press corps, Christopher Powell – on listening to complaints by industrial clients such as the car manufacturers – decided that Purchase Tax was so riddled with ‘monstrous anomalies’ that it was in need of urgent, radical reform. The rates of tax ranged from 90 to five %. With typical professional thoroughness, he spent a weekend at home combing through Customs and Excise schedules and uncovered enough anomalies to provide material for 100 Parliamentary Questions. As Nabarro had shown interest in tax reform, he decided to ask the publicity-seeking backbench Tory MP to take them over, suggesting that they should be asked in batches of about six at a time for answer on the floor of the Commons by the Chancellor of the Exchequer. Nabarro was delighted to be handed such a campaign on a plate and soon two or three questions were put to the exasperated Chancellor every Tuesday and Thursday in Parliament. In a typical enquiry he asked: why is a telephone directory cover, entitled ‘Telephone Directory, London E – K’ not charged with tax although a similar cover marked ‘London Telephone Directory’ has to pay 30 per cent tax?


          Nabarro never had the honesty or decency to pay tribute in public to Powell for devising the scheme and providing all the parliamentary questions. Instead, he produced in my opinion a feeble and unacceptable alternative. On the front end paper of his self-adulatory autobiography Nab 1, a copy of which he presented to Powell, he scrawled this private and long overdue acknowledgement:


          “To my friend Commander Christopher Powell, as a small token of my gratitude for the SPLENDID campaign in the Commons on Purchase Tax, waged unceasingly 1958–1963 – all of which he inspired and conducted with consummate SKILL.”

          21.X.1969


          The self-effacing Commander was said to have been very pleased that, at last, in 1969 Nabarro had finally recorded his thanks in this manner.


          [image: Nabarro_1536]



          It was not until the closure of the Sketch to my departure from Fleet Street in 1971 that I met the Commander on a business basis as a fellow lobbyist. My first clients as a parliamentary and public relations consultant were major local authorities fighting the Heath Government’s Bill to reform and re-shape local government. In quick succession I had won important battles for the City of Cardiff, the County of Essex and Tees-side authorities for whom I set up and named the County of Cleveland. Within a year I had become an acknowledged expert in the mobilisation of grassroots campaigns linked to parliamentary lobbying. Impressed by my success, the British Road Federation, a massive, well-funded pressure group fighting for an extended motorway network, asked me to make proposals for involving communities and road users in demands for better highways and by-passes. When I arrived at the meeting I was introduced to the man who for many years I had assumed was an official of the Palace of Westminster – Commander Powell. He was, in fact, the BRF’s busy parliamentary consultant, responsible for the tabling of endless probing questions in both Houses about road developments and requirements, and advising on parliamentary tactics.



          At the meeting I discovered that, apart from grassroots mobilisation, the BRF also needed a new secretary for the Roads Campaign Council, which used funds raised from industry to finance the secretariat and activities of the Parliamentary All Party Roads Study Group. Known as the APRSG, its members spearheaded the drive at Westminster for more motorways in return for invitations to take part in costly ‘study tours’ abroad and appropriate hospitality provided by what was known as the ‘Roads Champagne Council’. Two days later I learned that the BRF, on the advice of the Commander, had decided to appoint me. Thanks to Christopher, who had been impressed by my contacts with MPs and Peers, I had added to my client list an organisation that included the road construction industry, the motor industry, the oil industry, the Automobile Association, the RAC and the Road Haulage Association. What a haul! It was just the beginning. When he retired in 1987 he asked me to take over the bulk of his lengthy client list.


          But although he was client-rich his fees were increasingly dwarfed by money-grubbing rivals in the growing public relations industry who were far less competent but paid dishonest MPs to assist them and, without revealing their breach of Commons rules, trumpeted the small success they had achieved. Inflation had destroyed the value or many of the Commander’s fees, which he had overlooked to raise in line with the rising cost of living. Moreover he continually forgot to bill clients! The problem for anyone taking over was how to ask for a justified substantial fee rise without being able to improve simultaneously on his impeccable service.


          At the time he helped me with the BRF contract, Christopher’s Watney and Powell company was owned as a subsidiary by a highly political PR firm – Traverse-Healy and Lyons. He detested their flamboyant style and business methods. They grew impatient with his failure to make them more money. Word went out that they wanted to sell him off. As Managing Director of the Public Affairs Division of the highly profitable city PR firm John Addey Associates, I urged Addey to buy the company. I knew I could work well with the Commander and learn from his enormous experience. But as Addey was deeply involved in buying a continental firm to expand his European operations he held back.


          Watney and Powell was gobbled up by the highly respectable Charles Barker Group – Britain’s oldest advertising company which, since 1812, had offered various parliamentary information services to clients. Within a couple of years Addey’s Board discovered that he was breaking company law, almost all the directors resigned, and I joined the Charles Barker stable. I was delighted to have joined with Christopher in this roundabout way – and he seemed pleased with the link-up. After 39 years in the job, he had decided it was time to retire as Administrative Secretary of the Parliamentary and Scientific Committee and had been quietly searching for a suitable successor who would be acceptable to the current President, the fastidious Labour Peer Lord Shackleton, Knight of the Garter, Fellow of the Royal Society and Deputy Chairman of Rio Tinto Zinc. Luckily, I had been on good terms as a political journalist with both Lord Shackleton and the current chairman, Fred Willey, a former member of the Labour government. When Christopher privately proposed my name they were both content to accept his recommendation. I took over the reins just as the Committee approached its 40th birthday.


          The Commander had celebrated his 75th birthday that year and I thought it important that he should be encouraged to write a history of his extraordinary Committee while events were still fresh in his memory. Typically, he was not enthusiastic at the prospect of such personal publicity, but he agreed to co-operate with me in producing such a record – and helpfully he produced an excellent publisher, Croom Helm. In 1979 the slim volume entitled The First Forty Years was published.


          In the foreword Lord Shackleton recalled that the formation of the Committee in November 1939 “was a milestone in the relations between Parliament and Whitehall and the scientific community”. Referring to the quiet self-effacing style which had marked the committee’s activities, he added that during the Commander’s 39 years as secretary “he did more than any other to set the tone”.


          The Commander had developed a taste for the good life as a young, good-looking Naval officer visiting international ‘hot spots’ during his tour of duty after World War 1. If wining and dining was needed to help win supporters or a cause he was the ideal ‘master of ceremonies’ with his polished manners and knowledge of the culinary art. His functions ranged from the annual lunch of the Parliamentary and Scientific Committee, when some four hundred of the top people in Parliament, science and industry were catered for with taste and efficiency at London’s fashionable Savoy Hotel, to a discreet dinner for a few men of influence at Les Ambassadeurs, the smart high-class gaming club off Park Lane, of which he had been made an honorary member in return for services rendered. To ensure that the Savoy lunch went well he always invited the hotel’s chairman, Sir Hugh Wontner, who was seated next to him on a strategically placed table. The Commander regarded Sir Hugh as a good, reliable friend and held the Savoy in very high regard.


          The annual lunch, with its hundreds of guests, was a stiff test of the efficiency of the hotel’s staff. Starting at one o’clock, the three course lunch, plus wine and coffee, followed by speeches, had to end in time for the parliamentary guests to be back in the Palace of Westminster by 2.35 pm. The Savoy’s well-trained team never let Christopher down – or Sir Hugh. And when I took over they maintained the same high standards – encouraged by the fact that I kept up the enjoyable custom of inviting the charming Sir Hugh to sit at my table.


          The Commander entertained in fine style at his comfortable home deep in the lush Kent countryside – Share Farm. Guests drank well – chosen wine and champagne and ate dishes inspired by high French cuisine. Margaret and Denis Thatcher, close friends, who rented a cottage on his estate until she became Leader of the Opposition, often enjoyed his hospitality. In need of someone to partner his adopted daughter, he invited me to join one such dinner party with the Thatchers, who by then for better security were living at the nearby National Trust property Scotney Castle. Margaret seemed very much ‘at home’ and Denis clearly enjoyed the very relaxed atmosphere – and the wine. He and Christopher had been ‘men about town’ together when they were neighbours in Chelsea and he was still a bachelor, courting Margaret, who Christopher remembered as a fresh-faced, attractive young woman and who Denis said ‘had a good pair of legs’.


          Christopher’s love affairs included a life-long one with La Belle France. When Parliament rose for a long recess he could not wait to cross the channel and head south for St Tropez. To enable him to get there quickly he provided his expert assistance to the Channel Tunnel Company and set up the All Party Channel Tunnel Group in Parliament to persuade the Government that such a link would be good for Britain and Anglo-French relations. To enable him to visit France more often and to entertain his French friends in London when Parliament was sitting, he set up the Franco-British Parliamentary Relations Group of MPs and Peers. Unlike me, he saw his consultant’s role as limited strictly to the Parliamentary arena. While I was taking clients to political party conferences to mingle with politicians and the media at the seaside during parliamentary recesses, he was soaking up the sun and wine on the Cote d’Azur. However, he did such a magnificent job when Parliament was sitting that one could not begrudge him his annual gallic gallivanting – and he was bursting with energy on his return to London.


          There was a buzz of anticipation in the air on a morning when the Commander was due back. He had devoted staff and had a knack of recruiting bright but steady young women who, no doubt, could have earned considerably more in a city office. Trained well by the Commander, they could have earned more, too, by moving to another parliamentary consultancy. But they stayed at low-paying Watney and Powell and worked for the Commander’s prestigious creation – the Parliamentary and Scientific Committee, known as the P & S. There must have been some magical adhesive in the air.


          I benefited from the good choice of staff: Annabel Lloyd, who on his retirement patiently typed his memoirs, dictated over many hours, and who eventually became a successful and respected Secretary of the P & S; Sally Tipping, who worked as assistant secretary to the Commander at the P & S, and who stayed on after his retirement to be a valuable help to me when I took over his role; Corinne Souza, who became involved enthusiastically in some of the Commander’s major accounts, such as the motor industry, and spent much time and effort after his death in collecting tributes and recollections from a wide range of his old friends, colleagues and clients – good memories, some of which are published in this book.


          [image: group-2]

          The Commander (seated left) at the Charles Barker Watney and Powell office in Farringdon Street with other members of CBW&P staff, including Sally Tipping (second left), Arthur Butler (third left), Corinne Souza (seated front left) and Evie Soames (second from right).


          Fiona Gunn who, as a member of Evie Soames’ Group, worked loyally for the Commander on his beloved Channel Tunnel Group and was in charge when the day arrived at last for the announcement to be made that Britain and France would be linked by a rail tunnel. For the Commander it was doubly satisfying that France, his second home, with its advanced rail system and high pressure diplomacy, overcame Margaret Thatcher’s preference for a road link.


          An exception to the long service tradition, but not the long friendship record – was a very efficient young woman who left Watney and Powell to set up her own highly respected consultancy when the Commander’s company was bought by the Charles Barker Group, Christine Stewart Munro. Well trained by the Commander, for whom she had a great respect, she continued to keep in touch with him until his death and has played a vital role in this book.


          In May 1989, graduates such as these of the Watney and Powell ‘finishing school’ for would-be parliamentary consultants were among the congregation gathered in the little old church near Share Farm for the funeral service of the extraordinary man who strengthened and extended with honour, dignity, style and expertise the bounds of the Fifth Estate.


          Later that year, in November, a representative of His Royal Highness Prince Philip attended the Service of Thanksgiving for the Life and work of the Commander, held appropriately at St Margaret’s Church, Westminster Abbey. His closest parliamentary friend, the late Sir Michael Shersby MP, who had assisted Christopher with Private Members’ legislation and other activities, read the lesson. Lord Shackleton gave the address, recalling his highly successful organisation of the Parliamentary and Scientific Committee and achievements in helping to obtain sound legislation for numerous causes. To my surprise and disappointment, Margaret and Denis Thatcher, by then housed in 10 Downing Street, were not represented for some reason at this moving farewell to their old friend.


          Apart from his long friendship with Christopher, another important reason why Prince Philip had been represented at the memorial service was that he had accepted the invitation to be President of the Parliamentary and Scientific Committee for 12 months – the fiftieth anniversary year of the Commander’s most prestigious creation. His Royal Highness took great interest in its activities and invited me to Buckingham Palace to discuss the programme of meetings for the year. It included an address by Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher, who used the occasion to call for urgent scientific research into the phenomenon of global warming.


          In his presidential foreword to the Committee’s 1989 annual report, the Prince referred with satisfaction to its growing membership and paid tribute to Christopher’s work in helping to ensure the Committee’s on-going success.


          Within a day of the committee’s Buckingham Palace Reception in 2014, the need for a continuation of its work was highlighted by a letter in the Daily Telegraph headlined ‘Science means Jobs’, and signed by leading industrialists from companies such as BAE Systems, Ford and Rio Tinto. It declared:


          “Despite progress in recent years, Britain is still not producing enough graduates and skilled apprentices with a science, technology, engineering and mathematics background”.


          If the Commander had still been with us he would have torn it out to add to his action file.

        

      

    

  


  


  
    THE COMMANDER’S LIFE STORY –

    IN HIS OWN WORDS

  


  1. Early Days


  It is the usual convention to begin memoirs with a page or two about ‘Early Days’. I had virtually decided to do without them but then a piece appeared in the Albany Column of the Sunday Telegraph on 31st May 1987 which made me change my mind. It read as follows:


  “Dr John Habgood, Archbishop of York, returns to the scene of his birth and upbringing next Saturday. He will preach at Stony Stratford, Buckinghamshire, during the golden jubilee celebrations of the local Church of England school.


  He was born there in 1927, the son and grandson of doctors. The Archbishop’s father, who lived at Calverton House in Stony Stratford, had earlier served with distinction as an Army doctor and been awarded the DSO.


  From a local private school, little John went to an Eastbourne prep school, failed for an Eton scholarship but passed common entrance and became an Oppidan.


  As for Habgood’s vocation, his biographer John Peart-Binns has unearthed a letter written by him at the age of eight from Calverton House.


  
    ‘Dear God, if you feel lonely up in the sky would you like to come down and stay with us; you could sleep in the spier (sic) room, and you could bathe with us, and I think you would enjoy yourself. Love from John.’


    Addressed to ‘Our Father, Which art in Heaven’, it was opened by the Post Office and marked ‘Return to Sender’.”

  


  The following correspondence between the Archbishop and myself then ensued:


  2nd June 1987


  Dear Dr Habgood,


  I was fascinated by the enclosed cutting from the Sunday Telegraph of May 31st because I, like yourself, spent my childhood at Calverton House and met your father there in 1922.


  My own father (Dr Cecil Powell) bought Dr Maguire’s Practice at Stony Stratford about 1900 and we moved into Calverton House in 1909 when I was aged six.


  In 1922 when riding home after a day’s hunting with the Whaddon Chase, my father’s horse was scared by some passing vehicle and threw him off on to the hard highway, seriously injuring his spine and making it very difficult for him to continue work. At this point your father very kindly came to act as his Locum, remaining as such until a few months later my father died at St Thomas’ Hospital (aged only 45) and was buried at Old Calverton Church beside my mother who had died very young some years previously.


  I was a Midshipman in HMS Hood wintering with other large ships of the Atlantic and Mediterranean fleets in the Mediterranean at the time and during my return visit to England for the funeral I helped to interest your father in taking over both my father’s Practice and Calverton House as well.


  The letter you wrote to God (at the age of eight) inviting him to come down from above, to sleep in the spare room at Calverton House and enjoy the bathing there, pleases me very much. I presume you were referring to the swimming facilities we had created in the River Ouse at the bottom of the field below the lawn in front of the house. I did much in my youth to improve these facilities by cutting the weeds, fixing up access steps and putting diving platforms in the willow tree near the boathouse.


  During our first years at Calverton House (before World War I), we had neither telephone nor car. My father used an elegant yellow dogcart, bicycle or horse for his visits to patients and those wanting help at night mostly had to use similar transport to come to Calverton House and ask for it (which made night-calls mercifully very infrequent).


  Yours sincerely,

  CHRISTOPHER POWELL


  8th June 1987


  Dear Lieut-Commander Powell,


  I was most interested to get your letter, together with the book on Stony Stratford and the photographs, which I now return.


  Your letter fills in a little piece of history for me, of which I was previously ignorant, as I never knew what actually brought my father to work in Stony Stratford. Calverton House in your photograph looks very much as it did in our day, and I was fascinated to learn about your work on the swimming pool in the Ouse. This is where I also spent much of my time as a child and the letter to God arose out of what I correctly deduced to be heavenly experience!


  Dr Maguire’s two daughters were still living in Stony Stratford when we were there, and we used to know them well.


  I think your father’s immediate successor must have been Dr Gooch, from whom my father eventually bought Calverton House. Dr Gooch also seems to have discouraged night callers; in fact when we moved into the house there was a large German howitzer blocking the drive, and my father gave it to the Recreation Ground, where it stood until the Second World War, when it was presumably melted down and turned into a more modern weapon.


  It was enjoyable returning to Stony Stratford last Saturday, and meeting quite a number of elderly people who still remembered our family despite the many changes which have taken place there since the absorption of the town into Milton Keynes. It is now a much busier and more alive place than it was in your day, or mine, and though it’s sad to see it engulfed by houses and new by-passes, something of the feel of the old town still remains.


  Calverton House itself is also rather sad. It has been turned into flats and looks drab and neglected. The inside has been much altered and even the panelling was painted at some stage an ugly shade of grey.


  I am intrigued to learn that you served on HMS Hood, and wonder whether on your visits to Liverpool you were ever entertained by the Boston family, then living in Garston. This was my wife’s family, and apparently it was a family tradition to entertain Officers from the Hood. It would be a curious coincidence if you had been one of them.


  Thank you for writing. I enjoyed being reminded of what was always for me a very happy place, though alas, at times, a sad one for you.


  Yours sincerely,

  JOHN HABGOOD


  18th June 1987


  Dear Dr Habgood,


  It was most kind of you to send me so much interesting information about Calverton House and Stony Stratford.


  I regret that HMS Hood never visited Liverpool during my Midshipman’s time in her. She was then based on Devonport. I suppose the Liverpool period must have been nearer that sad day in 1941 when she was sunk in the Atlantic by the Bismarck and when two particular friends of mine at RNC Dartmouth (WKR Cross, Comdr, and JGP Brownrigg, Lieut-Cmdr) lost their lives.


  The German Howitzer you mention was one of many captured on the Western Front in World War I and distributed around the UK as a sort of PR exercise. Stony Stratford rejected the offering, claiming it might have been responsible for killing or wounding their loved ones. So my father gave it a home facing the front door of Calverton House, and I spent much time (and oil and grease) getting the moving parts into working order again.


  Perhaps one day if you are transferred to Canterbury (near my home in Kent) you might spare the time for a short chat about our Calverton House days.


  Yours sincerely,

  CHRISTOPHER POWELL


  The foregoing brief correspondence with the Archbishop of York makes it clear that a good part of my ‘Early Days’ were based on Stony Stratford.


  In fact I was born there on October 3rd 1903 at Calverton Lodge – a compact, medium-sized house hidden behind a wall above Stony Stratford Green, a large grassed open space about the size of two football grounds where annually – to the joy of us children – a large and noisy fair was held with coconut shies, hoop-la stalls and several magnificent roundabouts, some with gaily painted riding horses which moved up and down as they went round and round, others with plush-seated gondolas – the whole apparatus fitted with steam organs operating deafening orchestras of brightly-coloured artificial musicians playing wind instruments, drums and cymbals. You could still hear their overpowering music long after you had been put down for the night in your nursery bed.


  There was inevitably a Monkey Puzzle tree at the front of Calverton Lodge and beyond the garden at the back a sizeable paddock where a donkey and goats were kept.


  My father, Dr Cecil Powell, held the view that goats’ milk was much more easily digested by children than cows’ milk. The goats were small brown and white Toggenburgs called Melody and Mimosa and their milk was certainly very beneficial as far as I was concerned; but it did not prevent my sister from developing a goitre for a short period – a trouble which afflicted quite a number of my father’s patients in the Stony Stratford area, possibly due to a polluted local water supply?


  Another local affliction (possibly mythical) was the ‘Stony Stratford stare’ probably caused by short-sightedness or squint, at a time when all-purpose spectacles were not available on a National Health Service and were mostly confined to reading glasses.


  My father, as I have written, was a physician and surgeon, educated at Cambridge University and St Thomas’ Hospital in London. He went into partnership with a Dr Maguire at Stony Stratford at the beginning of the century and was very popular with a large number of patients in Stony Stratford and the adjoining town of Wolverton (site of LNE Railway Carriage Works and McCorquodale’s Printing Works) and nearby villages such as Passenham, Calverton, Bradwell, Beachampton, Shenley, Loughton, Deanshanger, Wicken, Cosgrove, Nash and Whaddon. Some of these outlying areas could only be reached on horseback and during school holidays I would often accompany my father on my sturdy Welsh cob called Bobby which could serve between the shafts of our children’s Governess Cart and also enable me to go hunting with the Whaddon Chase when I was considered old enough (ie aged seven). Hunting was fun but there were alarming moments when Bobby would attempt (and at the last moment refuse) jumps which presented no trouble for the rich and well-mounted followers who would bring down three or four horses and grooms by train from Euston to Bletchley for the day and place them at strategic points along the expected line the hunt would follow so that a fresh remount would be available every hour or so.


  I can still recall the savage shout of the Master (Col Selby-Lowndes) “Get out of the way, Boy!” when Bobby had imprudently pushed his way ahead of over-eager followers aiming for a gap provided by some unexpectedly open field gate.


  Subscriptions to the Whaddon Chase were on the high side but my father, as a doctor, was on the free list. Doctors were frequently in demand in the event of bad accidents – as when one day with the Whaddon Chase Lady Victoria Bullock (daughter of Lord Derby and wife of Captain Malcolm Bullock MP) galloped under an unexpectedly low stone railway arch without lowering her head and was killed.


  But my riding days actually began with our donkey who grazed in the paddock of Calverton Lodge together with the goats Melody and Mimosa. One morning when I was aged three or four I was taken for a ride to the nearby village of Calverton about 1½ miles away. My nurse held the bridle on one side and one of our maids on the other. At the approach to Calverton and just before reaching the Church (where my Mother was to be buried in 1917 and my Father in 1922) there was a row of cottages on a high bank to the left. As we passed a woman emerged from one to shake out a tablecloth. The donkey reared, the nurse and maid let go of the bridle and I was flung on to the road, breaking my nose and releasing a stream of blood down my face. The donkey disappeared and I was pushed home in a baby’s pushchair and put to bed. I can still remember my father coming in to inspect the damage on returning from his morning rounds. He set the broken nose but I have no recollection of any pain. He must have made a good job of it because throughout my life it has never been criticised and admirers express disbelief when I tell them it was badly broken when I was a child.


  The only other operation inflicted on me by my father was painful. When I was about seven I frequently suffered from tonsillitis and my father with equal frequency spoke of taking remedial action. One morning when the morning’s post was put on the breakfast table there was amongst his letters a quite substantial package which he opened with undue haste and put aside.


  After breakfast he asked me to come to the small surgery room he kept in the main house (as opposed to the larger one in one of the lodges at the end of the drive). It now became alarmingly clear that the package which he had opened at breakfast contained a bright steel surgical ‘guillotine’ which at one end embodied a circular aperture of a size suitable to press over an offending tonsil and involving a razor-sharp blade controlled by a spring which, when released, swept across the aperture and beheaded the tonsil.


  Without using any kind of anaesthetic my father told me to stand in front of a bare electric light bulb and open my mouth. I felt the cold metal press against the back of my throat – then a burning stab of intense pain and it was over. One tonsil beheaded: would I now open my mouth again and allow him to deal with the other – No, I would not, definitely not – and that was that. But several months later bribed with the promise of a new 3-speed Raleigh bicycle, I gave way and, sitting down in a comfortable chair overlooking the tennis lawn, another tonsil was guillotined – yet again without an anaesthetic!


  Stony Stratford produced almost continuous musical delights for children on Christmas Eve nights. First up the drive lined with pollarded lime trees and box hedges came groups of carol singers of varying quality, quick to ring the bell when they thought they had sung enough to justify a gratuity. Then there were the Bands. Stony Stratford supported at least three: a brass band, a silver band and another. They would form up in the gravelled space outside the front door and each play three numbers before collecting their gratuity and marching off.


  Last and best of all were the Calverton bell ringers who would form up in line ahead down the length of the hall and energetically swing their hand bells to produce the tunes of popular Christmas hymns (as well as ‘feature’ items peculiar to handbell players). At the front was a small man with a very small high-pitched bell – at the rear a big man with impressive whiskers and a large deep-noted bell. They were rewarded with mugs of beer as well as cash.


  At other times, different performers would find their way up the drive to do their act. I particularly recall the Germans with their dancing bears. They were held by a chain attached to a collar round their necks and shuffled rather than danced to the music of a concertina. It was said that they were trained to dance by being forced to stand on heated sheets of metal and they certainly didn’t seem to be enthusiastic about their performances.


  Once it was reported in the local press that one of them had escaped from its trainer in the neighbouring village of Deanshanger and I was sufficiently alarmed to insist on my nursery window being kept shut at nights until its re-capture was reported.


  Sunday lunch at Calverton was eagerly looked forward to by my sister and me – possibly because it was the only occasion on which we were allowed to drink a little alcohol – in fact a glass of old port, brought up from the spacious cellar by my father and carefully decanted by him.


  Incidentally, this cellar contained a special cupboard where a previous owner, Sir George Shichcote, had always kept his coffin, and where he inspected it at regular intervals to ensure that the wood was seasoning correctly and would be in proper condition when the time arrived for his burial.


  In our time there this part of the cellar was reserved for walnuts. Four huge walnut trees flourished in one of our fields and in a good year they would produce several tons of walnuts. In October or November, after they had fallen to the ground and their outer coverings had softened up we would remove the clean nuts inside and carry them in sacks to the cellar. There they lay under damp sand ready for consumption throughout all the months of winter – not the baked and oven-dried walnuts only available in the shops today but walnuts that are still tender and succulent and white, from which the skin can be peeled off as easily as the skin of a heretic being flayed alive by an expert of the Spanish Inquisition!


  Sunday lunch invariably began with a sirloin of beef, carved at the top of the table by my father with the expertise appropriate to a surgeon. It was always accompanied by a slice of tender undercut and a piece of properly cooked Yorkshire pudding.


  Dessert with the port always included those superb ‘Rich Mixed Biscuits’ made by Huntley and Palmer (but regrettably no longer) and supplied by Shoolbreds – close to our London terminus (Euston) where my mother bought all her luxury groceries for delivery in large packing cases several times a year. It was the practice of Mr Shoolbred, who had an impressive long beard, to stand just inside the main entrance of his store wearing a morning coat, carnation and top hat and welcome all customers who appeared reasonably prosperous.


  Mellowed by his port, my father would invariably entertain the family with macabre stories about his medical practice and patients, particularly descriptions of unusual deformities and diseases. On one occasion when he had attended an execution in his professional capacity he described in some detail the prolonged movement of the condemned man after he had been ‘dropped’ and before he could be pronounced dead.


  As a child on holiday from preparatory school I spent a huge amount of time pottering round the garden of Calverton House and its surrounding fields that led down to the River Ouse. There were two kitchen gardens, each rather larger than a football ground. The upper one was maintained by our two gardeners at a higher standard than the lower one. It was immaculately dug and hoed and raked and was planted up with long straight rows of carrots, beans, lettuces and so forth. There were also asparagus beds and rhubarb and seakale forced in straw as the bottom of large earthenware pots with lids that you could take off to see how thing were getting on. There were also several dwarf fruit trees, particularly early apples which ripened before the end of the summer holidays such as ‘Irish Peach’ and ‘Devonshire Quarrenden’, also one or two large old Williams Pears which also ripened before the end of the school holidays in September.


  It was in this area that I was allowed to keep my own little kitchen garden which never achieved the high standard of the area as a whole. Either I used no fertiliser or too much. But once I achieved a fine crop of radishes by using fertiliser of a rather unusual kind. I had somehow established the right to use the waste tray in my father’s Surgery and one day I had a real fertiliser ‘scoop’. Some small boys had been playing at the top of a steep bank to which the steam tram operating between Stony Stratford and Wolverton Station passed very close. For the fun of it they started pushing one another down this bank just as the tram was about to puff its way past. The result next morning was some 20 or more little human toes in my father’s Surgical Tray. I buried them in a shallow trench and planted radishes on top.


  But it was on and in the River Ouse, which provided the boundary of Calverton House fields to the south, that I spent so many of the happiest days of my youth. This was the area of which the Archbishop of York now writes: “I was fascinated to learn about your work on the swimming pool in the Ouse. This is where I also spent much of my time as a child and my letter to God arose out of what I correctly deduced to be heavenly experience.”


  But in addition to the swimming area where we had to cut out the weeds from the deep, slow-moving water, put down steps from the bank and construct diving platforms in the willow trees, there was the facility for boating and fishing. You could row a boat some two miles or more in each direction between banks lined with bullrushes and yellow iris; you could discover the incredibly neat nests of little birds like reed-warblers and the untidy floating ones of dried rushes made by the moorhens; you could catch pretty striped perch with a worm on a hook and rarely and with disregard for the law and when food was short (as in the First World War) you could shoot a swan with a .22 rifle.


  The river also provided the perfect scenario for loving couples. I vividly recall the occasion of a wedding at which, dressed as a page boy in an oyster-coloured satin uniform, I had carried the train of the bride and the reception was held at Calverton House. She and the bridegroom (a tea planter in Ceylon) deserted the party for a good hour so that they could have a trial run for their honeymoon in our boat on this rush-secret stretch of the river Ouse.


  My mother was the daughter of the Rev William Peach of Waingroves Hall, Derbyshire. The family consisted of four very good-looking daughters and a fifth who died a spinster. There were also two sons, William, who emigrated to the USA and became City Engineer of Pueblo Colorado, and Charles, who emigrated to Australia and settled in Lorne, on the coast near Melbourne where his inherited income enabled him to live without working and send me frequently large sheets of unfranked Australian stamps for my collection and photographs of himself with an impressive beard and surrounded by a bevy of young children against a background of eucalyptus trees and a river.


  The first of the four Peach daughters to marry became the third wife of a Lucas-Tooth three times her own age and as such the step-mother of a Baronet.


  The other three daughters destined to marry found themselves orphaned as teenagers, the Rev. William Peach, their father, having died young after a short life dedicated exclusively I believe to the Classics and wine, and their mother having also died soon after. At that point the three of them were housed and brought up by the Rector of Little Hormead (near Buntingford) and his wife. Photographs of them at that period show them dressed for tennis in whale-boned blouses and long skirts. All three quickly found husbands.


  Caroline married a doctor specialising in mental illness who became Medical Superintendent of the largest asylum in the UK at Leavesden near Watford. Their two sons, Robert and Anthony, were contemporaries of mine and I often visited them at Leavesden Asylum during school holidays. The vast assemblage of lunatics had a morbid attraction for us as small boys. We would watch them with fascination assisting to pole-axe bullocks in the Slaughter House on the Asylum farm and sometimes lifted each other up to peer in through the mortuary windows to see corpses on the slabs! We also happily took part in the Saturday night dances where the female lunatics were lined up on one side of the Asylum ballroom and the males on the other. Sitting-out together was not permitted and the men (myself and cousins included) were only allowed – at a given command – to cross the room and choose partners at the beginning of each dance.


  Both these cousins had very successful careers. Bobby (Robert) Elkins joined the RN college Osborne early in the First World War (ie 1916–17) a few months before myself. He was in the Hawke Term of that period. I was an Exmouth – two terms junior. Prince George (later the Duke of Kent) was a Hawke also, but the Exmouths could only boast Prince Charles of Belgium (later the Regent of that country after his elder brother Leopold abdicated following the German invasion of Belgium in 1940). Bobby ended his naval career as Admiral Sir Robert Elkins. He has always been credited with playing the principal part in de-fusing the famous mutiny initiated by massed sailors of the Atlantic Fleet in the large canteen at Invergordon on the night of September 14th 1931 caused by rumoured unfair cuts in Naval pay (7% only for an Admiral, but 25% for an Able Seaman) following the economic crisis of that year.


  But, reverting to the two Princes at Osborne in 1917, it was always a matter of amused comment that when it came to the lists of marks gained by cadets at the end of term examinations, Prince George was invariably bottom of the Hawke Term list and that Prince Charles rated a similar position in that of the Exmouth Term.


  After Osborne and Dartmouth days were over and Prince Charles had left the Royal Navy, he was kind enough on more than one occasion to invite me to stay as his guest at the Palais du Roi in Brussels, where he had an apartment in the left-hand wing and a separate entrance of his own.


  I have happy memories of those visits: the superb quality of the Palace bed-linen with the turn-down part of the top sheet heavily embroidered (by Nuns) with the Royal Arms; the superb quality of the Oeufs Brouillés served at breakfast on a tray carefully lowered by a footman on to the above-mentioned embroidery and the subsequent arrival of the leading article from The Times of the day, sent from the other end of the Palace by King Albert, with instruction that a translation into French by Prince Charles had to be returned forthwith. I recall too to my surprise that his Aide-de-Camp (a Colonel in the Belgian Army with a black eyeshade) always appeared to be addressing him as a girl. “Qu’est-ce qu’elle veut faire ce matin?” ad infinitum …. Until I realised that the “elle” referred to his title “Son Altesse Royale” and that “Altesse” is of feminine gender, whether applied to a Prince or Princess.


  I also remember the limited resources of his Royal wardrobe. One day he asked if I would like to go riding the following morning I said “Yes” but added that I had no riding gear with me. “That’s OK, the Royal Wardrobe will provide.” So I worried no more – but when I got back late that evening from the opera, all I found laid on in my bedroom was a pair of Belgian Army Cycling breeches. (They had an Army Bicycle Corps in those days) and a pair of army puttees – equipment of which I had no experience whatever!


  Next morning I did my best but went down to the waiting sports model Minerva feeling somewhat embarrassed. The puttees sagged and drooped and in desperation I had been obliged to bridge the gap between them with a pair of spats (a fashionable item for English youth of that period) and nothing to wear on my head but a Homburg hat! Charles made no comment and we drove out at high speed to the Fôret de Soignes (near Waterloo) where the ride was to begin. Mounted and waiting for us were Charles’s Aide-de-Camp and the Master of the Horse – both in immaculate Army uniform with decorations and highly polished boots. Two grooms helped Charles and myself mount and off we set down one of the riding tracks in the forest – the Master of the Horse beside me; Charles with his Aide-de-Camp. Seeing the Master of the Horse looking somewhat askance at my outfit I quickly explained that it had not been provided by me but by his own Royal Wardrobe – and I doubt if he really believed me.


  The ride had been precisely planned so that we should be back at the Palace by noon, so from time to time it was decided to advance from a trot to a canter – in which case the Master of the Horse and the Aide-de-Camp would canter ahead and clear the track of all other riders; after which Charles and I would thunder down behind them past an admiring audience reined back into the bushes and doffing their hats when they realised a member of the Royal Family was involved.


  Prep Schools


  Like most little sons of the professional classes I was duly despatched in1911 aged eight to a Preparatory Boarding School in Rugby just down the road from the famous rugby football ground of Rugby School itself. To cheer me on my way I was allowed to travel by the famous steam tram which linked Stony Stratford to the LNWR station of Wolverton from which there was a direct main line service to Rugby. The tram, which was a double-decker – open at the top, closed below, was pulled by a steam engine enclosed in a square steel box-like structure and made at Munich in Germany.


  The Preparatory School was called Hillbrow. It was an ugly building of red brick with a playing field surrounded by a large area of asphalt on which roller-skating was possible. The main sports were rugger, soccer and bullying. The younger boys in the bottom two forms, the 3rd and 4th, were bullied by the boys in the top two forms either in their own rooms or, in good weather, in the outdoor Squash Court.


  I started in the 4th Form, which only had four boys: Hobbs, myself Garnett and Newman. The Headmaster was named Mr Lush. He was a huge man with a huge desk in a very small study which made it difficult for him to carry out one of his favourite sports – corporal punishment.


  After enduring two terms at Hillbrow I persuaded my mother to persuade my father that Hillbrow was not the place for me.


  My next and second Preparatory School was a delightful change for the better. This was at Beaudesert Park, Henley-in-Arden, a delightful Georgian house in a small park with a long and well-nested rookery at one side. The Headmaster, inevitably “Sir” for short, was a Mr Richardson with a formidable good-looking wife, a son and daughter of my own age, and a newly-arrived baby (male). The son (Austin) ultimately became Headmaster and the daughter, Enid, became the wife of the next Headmaster. Austin suffered from asthma and I was allowed to share his bedroom instead of sleeping in one of the dormitories. For some reason he was not allowed to play cricket and as that was a game which had no attraction for me, we were allowed to spend the summer afternoons out in the lovely Warwickshire countryside together collecting birds’ eggs and butterflies, even being allowed late in the evenings to extend our collecting mania to moths.


  Beaudesert Park was only a small school at that time of about 25 boys and due to Mr Richardson’s formidable abilities as a teacher had got a high scholastic reputation with its pupils constantly winning scholarships and things of that kind. Mr Richardson’s teaching technique involved shouting humiliating remarks at those slow or devious in the solving of quadratic equations or geometric problems as well as pinching their cheeks. Greek and Latin were handled with greater dignity and calm and I still recall my pleasure in taking my Greek and Latin verses, laboriously created with the relentless use of dictionaries, to be corrected by him after dinner sitting in an armchair almost hidden in an aromatic cloud of cigar smoke.


  A delightful feature of Beaudesert Park in those Henley-in-Arden days when there were only some 25 boys was that we dined together with the family round a mahogany table in a real dining room served by two maids and expected to conduct civilised conversation.


  In the late summer a few of us were allowed to take part in the rook-shooting with .22 rifles. If you could see the young rooks through the leaves as they sat beside their abandoned nests it was not difficult to bring them down to be made into delicious rook pies – just the breasts soaked in milk and baked under crisp pastry.


  There was no corporal punishment at Beaudesert but an exception was made when a boy had the bad manners to run away and achieved quite a mileage by catching a train at the local station. He probably ran away because he was very unpopular (a) because his parents could not afford to dress him in the school uniform of striped blazer and grey flannel shorts but insisted on his wearing the frightful Norfolk suits he evidently wore at home and (b) because his hair stood straight up and was virtually unbrushable.


  Anyway, when finally caught and returned by the railway authorities Mrs Richardson insisted that “Sir” should beat him in front of the whole school in the large classroom.


  Having had no experience of inflicting corporal punishment “Sir” put on a remarkably poor performance. Taking hold of the escapee by the collar he began inflicting strokes of the cane wherever most convenient – on the body, the legs, the arms – but with little effect since the escapee was fully protected by his thick tweed Norfolk suit. Arriving rather late in the proceedings, Mrs Richardson called out, “That won’t do, Harry, flog him properly!” After which “Sir” certainly applied greater force but still dispersed over the whole area of the Norfolk suit. We found the whole episode a thoroughly disappointing anti-climax.


  Beaudesert had numerous connections with the literary world. Among my contemporaries were the two Strachey boys, Dick and John, nephews of Lytton Strachey, also John Sutro, son of the playwright and two members of the Grant Richards family (publishers). Other distinguished Beaudesertians have included Field Marshal Sir Gerald Templer, Anthony Wagner, Garter King at Arms and today Zara Phillips, daughter of the Princess Royal, attends Beaudesert Park Nursery school (now at Minchinhampton).


  Like so many others at Beaudesert Park I was groomed for a scholarship but this was relaxed when I was programmed for the Royal Navy. The written exam for prospective Naval Cadets was roughly equivalent to Common Entrance standard and the oral interview was the crucial test which only a small percentage of candidates survived. The written exam was more of a formality – I found it child’s play and passed in top of the 100 or so candidates who joined the Royal Naval College on May 17th 1917 and formed the ‘Exmouth’ Term of that period.


  2. NAVY LIFE


  I joined the Royal Naval College, Osborne, as a cadet at the age of 13 and a half in May 1917. Entry involved an oral interview, a medical check-up and a written examination. The interview was conducted by a few Admirals and two or three civilians. They asked wide-ranging general knowledge questions, several with a naval history basis and questions designed to gauge your personality. Over half the candidates were eliminated by this interview. When mine was over and I was opening the door to leave, one of the Admirals called out “Before you leave us we should like to know what size you take in shoes”. I had to admit to size 13 and a half which admittedly was on the large side for my age – but evidently it had no adverse effect and I got through the interview and medical without trouble. Later my feet arched up and got down to size 11 as a result of dancing and gymnastics but although I passed the eye test at the medical (partly I think because my father was a doctor and I had familiarized myself with his test cards, some of which must have been identical with the ones used by the Admiralty) I was never, throughout my naval career – from Cadet to Lieutenant – able to read Morse Code transmitted by flashing lights without numerous mistakes and had to rely on help from colleagues or subordinate signalmen.


  The Royal Naval College Osborne was partly housed in the stables of Osborne House (Isle of Wight) Queen Victoria’s favourite residence, but most of the buildings used for the College consisted of large pre-fabricated huts which contained the dormitories and classrooms. The old stable buildings were always said to be responsible for the fact that numerous cadets frequently suffered from ‘pink eye’, which not only caused the whites of the eyeballs to turn pink but resulted in finding your eyelids stuck together when you woke up in the mornings.


  The firm of Gieves in Bond Street had a monopoly at that time of supplying all the clothing and uniforms of naval cadets as well as the sea-chests which stood at the foot of each bed in the dormitories at both Naval colleges, Osborne and Dartmouth.


  By 1917 the original sea-chest which consisted of a single heavy-lidded affair, had been replaced at the Naval Colleges by a two-tiered version. The top half of this had a hinged front which, when lowered to the horizontal, formed a shelf on which cadets had to lay out their clothing in a meticulous uniform pattern before turning-in – any divergence from which could lead to disciplinary action.


  All the detailed procedures of turning-in and getting up in the morning were regulated by the Dormitory Cadet-Captain using a gong-like bell. A bell to get out of bed and pyjamas. A bell to run down to the ice-cold plunge bath. A bell to start brushing teeth and another to stop doing so. A bell to kneel by your bed and say prayers when dressed (which meant that those unskilled or slow in dressing had to complete the job unseen whilst praying or at least pretending to pray). A bell to cease praying and stand up. A final bell to leave the dormitory at the double.


  Everything was done at the double throughout the day. You went in single file at the double into the dining room for breakfast where you were served by Royal Marines who regarded it as good sport to serve as much as possible to their own demarcated batch of cadets. I recall once achieving no less than eight fishcakes, each about the size of a tennis ball. That was held to be a record.


  Education standards were high at both the Naval Colleges, Osborne and Dartmouth. It was said that the Masters got higher pay than those at Eton and their classes would arrive punctually on time and were subject to strict discipline. After finishing a class in (say) mathematics the cadets would fall in outside in the corridor and proceed at the double to the next in (say) history – and so on throughout the day.


  About a quarter of the time was allocated to practical training in the engineering workshops; pattern-making, foundry-work, boiler fitting, machine shops, copper smithy and so forth.


  As much time as possible was given up to games and physical training. Every evening each cadet would have to provide an entry in a register as to what exercise he had taken during the day, i.e. in addition to routine games such as football, cricket and hockey, etc. such additional time as could be fitted in for gymnastics, rowing, squash, running, swimming and so forth.


  Moral standards were high because the cadets were grouped separately in ‘Terms’ of about 100 named after Admirals, e.g. ‘Exmouth Term’, ‘Hawk Term’, ‘Blake Term’ etc each of the same age group not varying by more than three or four months. Relations between cadets of the different ‘Terms’ were not encouraged or indeed allowed – but on rare occasions there were rumours that some master had taken a particularly good-looking cadet out for a Sunday debauch on his motor-bicycle.


  Also some cadets were in greater demand than others as partners at the Saturday night dances in the Assembly Hall, but this could hardly be otherwise when there was no competition from the opposite sex apart from two or three Assistant Matrons and the Chaplain’s wife.


  The Royal Naval College Dartmouth was far more spacious than the Royal Naval College Osborne. The countryside around was also more spacious and the River Dart was available for rowing as far as Totnes (10 miles) or providing access to the sea for sailing races in the boats provided by the College.


  A high degree of ‘communal spirit’ developed amongst the 100 or so cadets in the various Terms during their three years at Osborne and Dartmouth. My own, the ‘Exmouth Term’ of 1917–20, used to organise an Annual Term Dinner in London regularly for some thirty years after leaving Dartmouth and such functions are still being recorded in the Social Columns of The Times.


  After leaving the Royal Naval College Dartmouth our Term of cadets had two training cruises of some two months each – the first in the old coal-burning battleship Temeraire and the second in another slightly more up-to-date but still coal-burning – the Thunderer.


  In these we slept in canvas hammocks of the same type as those used by the crews of most naval ships. They had to be lashed up tightly by day like long sausages and stacked together in racks. At intervals they were spread out on deck and scrubbed with soap and water by the cadets who also had to carry out the very dirty and exhausting routine of coaling ship which involved humping heavy coal-bags from where they were dropped on deck and tipping the contents down into the ship’s coal bunkers.


  But there was a pleasant intermixture of pleasure cruise routine involved as well. From Naples we inevitably visited Pompeii and ascended Vesuvius by Thomas Cook’s railway to drink Lacrima Christi at an open-air restaurant just below the crater and have a good view of the volcanic eruptions. Equally, at Cannes, we took an active part in a nautical Battle of Flowers and participated in a delightful thé dansant, organised by the indefatigable Mrs Keppel, one of King Edward VII’s favourites, assisted by a group of Grand Dukes who had escaped in time from revolutionary Russia and found their way to the Cote d’Azur via Constantinople, accompanied by their families. Mrs Keppel had also assembled a well-selected number of English Debutantes, whose families in those days would bring them out to the South of France for the winter months. I recall having several dances with Princess Kyra, attractive daughter of one of the Grand Dukes (Michael?) to popular tunes of the times such as Whispering and Dardanella (and also with a Miss Byron – in great demand).


  The second training cruise took place in HMS Thunderer because the Temeraire was due to be broken up and sold for scrap. We navigated carefully through the Western Isles called at Lamlash (Isle of Arran), Ballahulish, where we were entertained, then to Scapa Flow where the funnels of the German battleships which had scuppered themselves after surrendering at the conclusion of World War I, were still showing above water. We returned via Norway, penetrating far up the deep and spectacular Hardanger and other Fjords.


  That autumn all cadets of the Exmouth Term (1917) were appointed as Midshipmen to various battleships and battle cruisers – which, in view of their size could offer Gun-room accommodation. With a few other term-mates I joined the splendid battle cruiser Hood which was anchored off Invergordon.


  We had travelled up by train overnight ready to pronounce the time-honoured formula after mounting the ship’s gangway and saluting the Officer of the Watch, – “Midshipman…….. come aboard to join, Sir.” A few nights later the newly-joined Midshipmen were put through an initiation ceremony by the senior of the sub-lieutenants who also inhabited the Gunroom. He had invited as chief guest for the evening the Hood’s Surgeon-Commander who must have weighed close on 20 stone. After the port had been circulated and consumed the six new Midshipmen were instructed to lift the Surgeon-Commander up, pass him through the pantry hatch and carry him via the Bridge right up to the Foretop and return him via the pantry hatch again within so many minutes. It was a daunting task but somehow we managed to achieve it without injury to the portly Surgeon-Commander or ourselves.


  Midshipmen were regarded as still under training and a Lieutenant was specially appointed to ensure that an adequate amount of classwork was imposed. For the rest, when in harbour, there would always be a Midshipman acting as assistant to the Officer of the Watch, who acted as a sort of hall-porter, sorting out visitors, ensuring that those who merited it were honoured by being piped aboard, that passing warships of various nationalities were saluted in the correct manner and that a whole list of daily routines were duly carried out at the correct time. At the end of the day the Midshipman of the Watch would accompany the Officer of the Watch and the Master at Arms on a tour right through the ship and the Mess decks, after the crew had taken to their hammocks, right into the very bows where the punishment cells were sited. The sailors who had been awarded so many days in these cells would be standing outside them wearing coarse white canvas jumper and bell-bottoms and beside each the small pile of ‘oakum’ which he had achieved during the day by tearing off small pieces from a length of tarred hemp-rope. The Master at Arms alone seemed qualified to know whether the pile was sufficient and what to do if it wasn’t. Later the oakum was used as a filling between the immaculate teak planks of the Quarter Deck.


  One of the most agreeable duties of a Midshipman was to be put in charge of the ship’s steam picket boat for the day. The Midshipman stood at the wheel and gave the orders to the deck crew and the engine room. The first job of the day was usually to take the Mess caterers of the Wardroom and Gunroom ashore to do their marketing and the last to fetch officers returning from a day ashore where private enterprise boats were not available. Picket boat Midshipmen took special pride in bringing their boats neatly alongside a ship’s gangway without a bump but close enough for it to be secured there without delay.


  For the transport of large numbers of sailors going ashore or returning to their ships in foreign ports it was usual to have sizeable drifters in company with the fleet or squadron or flotilla. Midshipmen would also be put in charge of these but probably have the assistance of an Able Seaman to act as helmsman. In that connection I recall an unhappy occasion when in charge of a drifter taking several hundred sailors back from shore leave on some Aegean or Adriatic island. For some reason the drifter’s lifeboat had been fitted on top of a wooden platform above the drifter’s rudder arm which was controlled by chains running down each side of the drifter, connected with the wheel and pulling the rudder to starboard or port according to the actions of the helmsman. On this occasion several sailors had climbed up into the lifeboat to sleep off their excessive intake of ouzo on the homeward journey and before inspection by the ship’s Master at Arms. As we edged away from the jetty and I ordered “hard a starboard” and “full speed ahead”, the loaded lifeboat crushed its too-fragile platform and jammed the rudder so effectively that the top of the drifter’s mast sliced through a dense line of overhead Greek telephone wires which dropped over us like a giant net, creating alarm and confusion in the darkness from which we could only escape by putting the engine at full speed ahead again.


  This reminds me of another unusual incident at Malta when I was serving as a Sub-Lieutenant in a Destroyer.


  One of the sailors who was always behaving in a rather peculiar way, went ashore in a Maltese boat one afternoon when I was on watch and returned barely one hour later, obviously very intoxicated and aggressive. As he staggered on deck he directed some abusive remark at me – and to save him (and myself also) the trouble of a court-martial at which he might be charged with striking an officer, I took cover behind a stanchion and ordered the Bosun’s Mate to arrest him and put him below in handcuffs. This was done – but unfortunately the only space available in this destroyer for use as a temporary cell was a small compartment behind the Wardroom where we were expecting some wives and/or girl friends for dinner. Hardly had the consommé been served before this ‘rogue’ sailor began to bang on the dividing bulkhead with his metal handcuffs and continued to do so at irregular intervals throughout the meal.


  Some days later the same peculiar sailor decided to go ashore again but without bothering to hail a boat – and boldly descended the gangway and set out to walk ashore across the water. He quickly sank and was rescued – and the flotilla padre was asked to try and ascertain whether the man was suffering from some religious mania.


  It was reported that the man argued. “Well, Sir, last time he came down he came as a Chippychap (carpenter) – this time he’s come as an Able Seaman”. Anyway, the authorities agreed that a destroyer had no adequate arrangements for dealing with an ‘oddball’ of this kind and he was taken away from us to our great relief.


  It was customary in the 1920s for Midshipmen to serve a few months in Destroyers during their initial appointment to a Battleship or Battle cruiser and so in the early part of 1922 I and my contemporaries in the Gunroom of HMS Hood were packed off to do our ‘Destroyer’ time.


  I count myself as particularly lucky that I was allocated to HMS Vansittart in the Destroyer 4th Flotilla of the Mediterranean Fleet.


  The Vansittart was commanded by an officer of very special charm and distinction – Commander Cosmo Graham. He was the author of one of the Navy’s treasured collection of notable signals. It was made at the beginning of the 1914–18 war when Cosmo Graham was in command of a destroyer on patrol in the far north of the North Sea. The Admiralty’s General Signal announcing the outbreak of war for some reason had failed to reach him and so, when returning to Hull in accordance with instructions, he signalled, “Has war broken out? If so, who is fighting whom and which side am I on?” He was a son of Sir John Graham of Fintry and born in South Africa in 1887. He married Elspeth Sauer, the daughter of Hans Sauer of a distinguished South African family who became closely associated with Cecil Rhodes, took part in the Jameson Raid, and retired in some affluence to England where he finally settled in Merlawe Abbey at Bourne End. I mention this because I remained a good friend of Cosmo and Elspeth Graham until their deaths, his at Monks Park, Wadhurst in the early 40s, hers many years later, in a charming cottage near Bishopsbourne (Canterbury) and the house ‘Oswalds’ which she and Cosmo had bought from Joseph Conrad and sold later to Alec Waugh.


  Cosmo’s letters to Elspeth between 1939 and 1942 (when as a Rear Admiral he was serving as Senior Naval Officer in the Persian Gulf) were published under the title of A Space for Delight. They make fascinating reading whether or not you knew Cosmo and Elspeth.


  When I rejoined the Vansittart in 1922 she was already with the rest of the 4th Destroyer Flotilla on patrol duties in the Dardanelles and was ‘serious business’. Kemal Ataturk and his army had to be kept on the Asiatic side in Anatolia from which they had already cleared out the Greeks who had settled there at the end of the 1914–18 war with the encouragement of the Allies in general and Lloyd George in particular. Many of these unfortunate Greeks had been driven down to the port of Smyrna and finally into the waters of its harbour by Ataturk’s army, where they mostly drowned and were seen still floating around en masse by friends of mine in a Cruiser which reached Smyrna about the time I jointed Vansittart in the Dardanelles – but too late to be of any help to the unfortunate Greeks.


  Whilst in the Dardanelles our Destroyers set up a permanent patrol night and day from end to end to ensure that there was no movement across the Straits by Turkish forces from East to West. There never was, but it was my first experience of anything equivalent to War and it had its moments of excitement and false alarms.


  Arrangements were made from time to time to take us on guided tours of the Gallipoli battlefields, walking up from Cape Helles where the first landings were made and finding many of the trenches still in fair condition, strewn with empty shell and cartridge cases and with their protective barbed wire only just beginning to disintegrate.


  In due course our time came to move up to the Bosphorus and Constantinople with its domes and minarets dramatically appearing through the early morning mist as we approached through the Sea of Marmora and past the Island of Prinkipo, off which the ill-fated German warships Goeben and Breslan still lay moored after failing in their 1914–15 mission to give encouragement to the Turks to ally themselves with the Germans against the Allies.


  We moored nearly opposite the famous Dolmabatche Palace (no longer occupied by a Sultan) and within easy reach of the Galata Bridge and its swarming traffic, including those famous Turkish porters said to be able to carry grand pianos on their backs.


  It was the season of Ramadan when the Mohammedan boatmen were so weak from their all-day fasting that they were barely strong enough to row us off to the city by day or back from the nightclubs in the small hours. The mosques were fascinating, especially St Sophia with its vast floor space alive with Moslem groups making their devotions under the soaring domes which had provided similar facilities by Byzantine Christians in past centuries. I recall having an excellent pair of riding boots made for three or four pounds and a Turkish rug which gave me pleasure for many years in various Naval cabins and in Chelsea flats after I had left the service. And the Army was kind putting remounts at our disposal which we could collect from Buyukdere, farther up the Bosphorus and exercise in the spacious Belgrade Forest up in the countryside beyond its little harbour.


  But it was the café and restaurant life of Constantinople and the night clubs which had particular charm and glamour. The flood of impoverished Russian refugees arriving in Constantinople from the Black Sea after the White Russian Generals had failed to stem the tide of Bolshevism largely absorbed by Constantinople’s catering trade, its entertainment industry and its night-life. It was not unusual for a restaurant proprietor when you paid your bill to suggest that you might like to share the remaining small change with your charming waitress before leaving. And in the night clubs many of the hostesses were elegant young members of the Russian aristocracy or even ballerinas and always the smartly-uniformed doorman who would arrange to send you down to Galata Bridge to catch a boat back to your ship would invariably have a luxurious limousine at his disposal for such purpose.


  Performances of Russian ballet of quite a high standard were laid on from time to time in unlikely buildings and provided competition for the Dancing Dervishes who gave regular performances on certain days of the week. These involved much monotonous chanting by a large circle of Dervishes who by this means worked themselves into a condition where they could quite genuinely walk on red-hot cinders or push long steel skewers through their forearms or other parts of their exposed bodies.


  When Elspeth Graham came out to join her husband, Cosmo (in command of the Vansittart) I used to join them on a round of visits to all the important museums and the palaces no longer occupied by a Sultan. It was moving to see in these palaces the vast number of small graves – surmounted by a small symbolic turban – of the surplus heirs to various Sultans produced by their numerous wives or concubines and left inconveniently alive when those Sultans died. They had all been strangled – with a bowstring.


  Which reminds me of the reports that when the sea-bed of the Bosphorus was being searched by naval divers to check for mines which might endanger our ships when they arrived to deal with the Ataturk threat they came across some other grisly reminders of the cruelty of some past Sultan of Turkey. Corpses or skeletons stood on the sea-bed swaying gently in the underground currents with their feet held down by heavy weights. It was apparently the practice in the Harems of Turkish Sultans to punish flagrant misbehaviour on the part of concubines by attaching such weights to their feet, tying them up naked inside a long narrow sack together with a live cat and then throwing the whole package into the waters of the Bosphorus which bordered the Palace gardens.


  This fascinating period in my naval career unfortunately only lasted a few weeks, after which it was time for us Midshipmen on loan to Destroyers to be shipped back by a convenient aircraft carrier to our respective battleships and battle cruisers in the UK.


  Shortly after I rejoined HMS Hood she and another battle cruiser, HMS Repulse, were fortunate enough to be selected to represent Great Britain at Rio de Janeiro to celebrate the centenary of the founding the Republic of Brazil in 1822.


  It was September (Spring-time in Brazil) and we proceeded direct to Rio de Janeiro without stopping anywhere en route and with the Repulse faithfully astern of us at so many cables distance. An elaborate ceremonial was organised for ‘Crossing the Line’. The ship’s Chief Painter, who weighed over 20 stone, and was quite incapable of doing any painting operation except the direction thereof made an impressive Queen for Neptune who presided over the Ceremonies which involved all the Officers and Midshipmen (except, I think, the Captain and the Chaplain and a few others) being lathered and ‘shaved’ with a gigantic wooden razor and then tipped backwards into a large canvas pool through which he was pushed under water to the far end by a double line of enthusiastic sailors dressed as bears and then given an ornamental certificate in memory of the occasion.


  The climate had now changed dramatically for the better. The Southern Cross appeared nightly in a cloudless sky and we abandoned our midshipmen’s hammocks below decks and carried our mattresses and bedding up to the Quarter deck and slept there under the stars until the early morning routine of scrubbing the deck forced us to abandon it.


  The only way to acquire a lasting memory of arrival at Rio de Janeiro is to arrive by sea and this we did after a long stretch down the coast of Brazil. No harbour in the world is as spacious as the Bay of Rio de Janeiro or enjoys such a dramatic backcloth as that provided by the huge bare conical Sugar Loaf Rock and the strangely shaped range of the Corcovado Mountains behind.


  Together with the Repulse we had been allotted a mooring position quite close to the exhibition site itself which had been created by bulldozing a large and apparently disposable part of Rio de Janeiro into its capacious Bay. Like all international exhibitions the architects concerned had obviously indulged themselves quite recklessly in a wild variety of structures supposedly related to the national building styles of their own countries – but the total effect was stimulating and well suited to the theatrical site provided. The British Pavilion was classically Palladian in white stone with an impressive façade of pillars.


  At that time (1922) Rio de Janeiro had not yet succumbed to the skyscraper. The famous Copacabana Beach was edged only by its famous wide mosaic pavement and then a dual highway of modest width, backed by a long stretch of rococo houses for the rich by a long sweeping line of electric lamps in large opaque glass globes mounted on stems like giant ormolu candelabra. When I saw Rio again some 30 years later all this had been swept away and replaced by an endless line of towering buildings lit after dark by strictly utilitarian street lighting. Only the mosaic pavement between the highway and beach remained.


  The exhibition was opened on the Anniversary Day by the President, Senor Epitacio Pessoa, a very small man, accompanied by a very large staff. This small army made a thorough round of all the buildings, entering each for a Presidential opening speech after knocking on the entrance door to announce its arrival.


  We waited several hours in the British Pavilion before that knock came following the Presidential inspection of our splendid Guard of Honour provided by the Royal Marines. But unfortunately our entrance doors had jammed and it took several minutes before the President, with his retinue, could get access and make his long speech in Portuguese (with no translation) to an audience containing only a minority which could understand that rather difficult language. However, the British Pavilion was much admired and was left standing after the exhibition closed as a permanent gift, I believe, to the City of Rio.


  One afternoon a Regatta was held in Botofogo Bay and a Midshipman’s Cutter Race was included in the programme. Cutters are 12-oared boats and very heavy ones. Their oars are very heavy and stiff too. Cutters from American, French, Brazilian and Italian warships participated as well as our own from HMS Hood, of which I was stroke. We were the winners and the Brazilian Cutter came in last!


  That evening there was a cocktail reception on board one of Brazil’s two Battleships, the Sao Paolo. Both of them had been built by Vickers and I believe it is true that one of the few occasions that they ever left Rio de Janeiro harbour was a few years after our visit when a revolution was imminent. Each battleship joined a different side in the affair and both left the harbour with the intention of fighting a duel at sea. But I understand that the duel was eventually called off – or perhaps this story is apocryphal.


  However, at this party on the Sao Paulo, I was talking to a Brazilian midshipman about our Midshipman’s Cutter race and commiserating with him about coming in last “on his own home ground”. “Ah, Senhor, “ he replied, “in Brazil it is the girls who come first!”


  When I was back in Brazil in the 1950s, as Secretary of the Anglo-Brazilian Society in London, the Foreign Minister gave a luncheon in honour of the Society and myself at the Copacabana Hotel. Searching desperately for one or two amusing stories to lighten the speech I would have to make, I recalled this episode on the Sao Paolo during the Centenary. But, talking before the lunch to Mr Hutt, who represented the Canadian Corporation providing the electric power and light services for Brazil, I told him the above-mentioned story and asked his opinion as to whether I could safely include it in what I was going to say. Mr Hutt replied “Certainly NOT.” So my reply to the Foreign Minister lost its only light-hearted touch.


  But perhaps Mr Hutt was right, if one of the members of the Council of the Anglo-Brazilian Society was correct in a statement she attributed to that Foreign Minister at our next Council Meeting in London.


  At our Anglo-Brazilian Annual Ball at the Savoy Hotel in London I had as usual made special efforts to provide a good cabaret. I had an excellent pair of Adagio dancers and a Pas de Deux by Tania Riabouchinska (one of the three principal young ballerinas of the De Basil Ballet Company) and her husband David Luchine.


  In the afternoon before the Ball I received a telephone call from some theatrical agent saying he had heard about our Ball and wondered if we would like to have, free of charge, the services of a famous Brazilian Macumba singer (a coloured girl) who was in London. (Macumba is a well-known ritual performance in Brazil). I said that we might be glad to accept his offer but I would prefer her to come to our rehearsal first.


  She came. I liked the act and decided to put her on as a ‘surprise’ item fairly late in the evening. Donna Naruna Sutherland, the Council Member I mention above, had a party of six or more at the Ball and when she heard the announcement of the Macumba Singer’s number, she rose from the seat and pompously walked out of the Ballroom with all her guests. The Macumba Singer was a great success and loudly applauded. Lady Davidson told me she thought it one of the best cabaret items we had ever put on.


  But not so with Donna Naruna. At the next meeting of the Council, under ‘Any Other Business’ she stated she had just returned from Brazil where she had talked with the Foreign Minister about the Macumba episode and he had said to her, “Donna Naruna – that is not the kind of image of Brazil we would wish to put over in the UK”. I am glad to say the other members of the Council strongly disagreed with her and the matter was dropped.


  After the Rio visit Hood continued down the coast to Santos and from where the Sao Paolo Railway climbed up through the steep mountains to Sao Paolo City. It was built and owned by a British company and had most luxurious rolling stock of Pullman quality in which there was just time to enjoy a first-class meal on the journey up from the port through the bird and butterfly-infested tropical forest.


  I was fortunate enough to join a small party of officers invited to spend two days up at a cattle Fazenda owned by Vesteys a night’s journey by train from Sao Paolo near the Paraguay River. This was the Fazenda Tres Barras, the Administrative Centre of a group of ranches engaged in fattening young stock brought up from distant breeding areas to consume the lush coarse grasses which grew some six feet high in the dusty red soil which remained after the forests had been burned down. We were splendidly entertained by the managers of the surrounding estates riding many miles over the open undulating country and talking late into the night over glasses of cachacha (Brazilian sugar cane brandy) and having difficulty in washing off the bright red dust that covered us from head to foot after our daytime expeditions. At one point tennis was organised and finding myself the odd man out I opted for a swim in the Fazenda Lake. “Go right out to the end of the jetty before you dive in,” said our host, “and come back the same way. The vegetation round the banks is infested with alligators!” I took his advice!


  The visits to Rio de Janeiro and Santos were followed by calls at Trinidad and Barbados and by the time we set out across the Atlantic en route for the Canary Islands, Gibraltar and Plymouth it seemed that nearly every sailor had acquired a parrot in a cage. To a certain extent they were allowed to hang these cages on deck in the open air but before entering any harbour there would be a standard call: “All parrots below – All parrots below!”


  The Hood in my time, being the Flagship of a Battle Cruiser Squadron, carried an Admiral, Sir Walter Cowan, a small dapper man with a passion for foxhunting and fighting of all kinds. He took his afternoon exercise when the Hood was at sea walking up and down the deck above his spacious cabin overlooking the large and immaculate Quarter Deck below. The Midshipman of the Watch was often called upon to keep him company. On one occasion when I was doing this, a film show was being given for the Ship’s Company on the Quarter Deck. Suddenly, Sir Walter stopped talking, “I must leave you, I’m afraid,” he said, “I see there is some fighting being shown on that screen down there!” And he was gone.


  When World War broke out he was too old to get a sea-going appointment but still managed to get involved in the fighting in North Africa and is reported to have been sighted firing personally at the enemy from the top of an armoured vehicle and later being taken prisoner and incarcerated in Colditz, from where he was released because of his age.


  The Hood was commanded by an extremely able Captain who handled the 42,000 ton battle cruiser as if she were a small motor boat. I can still recall vividly how he would take her out to sea after we had been secured for a few days to the long Mole of Gibraltar Harbour. As soon as she was detached, it would be “Full Speed ahead!” and we would streak out into the open sea through one of the narrow gaps in the Mole. It was a masterly manoeuvre which was much admired.


  But on other occasions the Captain sometimes behaved rather differently. There were occasions when a new crew was being trained when some particular operation had to be carried out at speed such as “Tow Forrard”, “Tow Aft” or some manipulation of anchors. The Captain would always take personal charge on such occasions, shouting orders and abuse at the top of his voice and sometimes by-passing other officers whose proper responsibility it really was. This naturally caused some resentment and one evening in the Wardroom when the matter had been the subject of an after-dinner discussion over brandy, several officers decided to go to the Captain’s cabin and tell him what they thought of this behaviour. There is no record of what passed but the Captain is reported to have ‘logged’ the officers concerned (i.e. an entry in the Ship’s Log setting out their names) but merely stating that they “had incurred my displeasure by refusing to leave my cabin when requested to do so”!


  Midshipmen, as far as I remember, took very little part in these hectic and noisy operational exercises. Direct control of the seamen was the business of the Chief Petty Officers, Petty Officers and Leading Seamen, subject to the orders of the responsible officers (except when overruled by the omniscient Captain). Midshipmen just kept out of the way unless assigned to some specific task. On one such occasion I was ordered by some officer on the Quarter Deck to obtain some information from another officer operating in some remote space below decks. Having obtained it I was racing back to the Quarter Deck through a long series of water-tight doors. This was rather a hazardous operation because the water-tight doors closed against much smaller openings in the bulkheads they were designed to seal. This meant that if you were running, as opposed to walking through them, you had to jump over the two-foot high bottom half of the opening, at the same time being careful to bend your head so as to avoid knocking it on the top part of the steel frame. This I failed to do at the last water-tight door on my route and, although wearing a cap, cut such a deep gash in the top of my head that a splendid flow of blood ensured. This was retained by my cap until I arrived back on the immaculate Quarter Deck to deliver my message. Then heavy droplets of rich red blood began to fall at the feet of the officer to whom I was delivering my message. But I don’t think he heard a word of it – he was just aghast at the sight of that immaculate (daily holystoned) deck being scarlet-stained with my blood and how, with everyone so pre-occupied with the operations in hand, some means could be found to remove the stains before they became a permanent feature!


  This recalls another incident involving blood in the Hood! My assigned position for ‘Action Stations’ was in a Gunnery Control room far below decks and packed with complicated machinery for working out what change there should be in the position of the target ship during the time taken for shells from our 16” guns to reach and hit her. This of course depended upon the present course and speed of the Hood and the estimated course and speed of the target ship with due allowance for the speed and direction of the wind. A young sailor sat beside me to assist me in operating that part of the complicated machinery under my supervision. The machine had a number of sprocket wheels motivated by bicycle chains from other sprocket wheels and there would be periods when none of them would be in motion at all. Such periods could be very boring and when bored my assistant sailor sometimes got drowsy. On one occasion he suddenly came out of a doze and carelessly put his forefinger between a moving bicycle chain and its sprocket (just as they started into motion). There was a pitiful cry and a severed and bloody forefinger dropped at my feet. The machine continued to operate!


  Soon after leaving HMS Hood as a Midshipman it was time for me and my contemporaries at Osborne and Dartmouth to be commissioned as Sub-Lieutenants.


  Much of your time as a Sub-Lieutenant was spent doing courses ashore. First you spent the best part of a year refreshing and updating your general education at the RN College Greenwich – that handsome Christopher Wren building on the river below the Greenwich Park which contained the Royal Observatory till it was moved to Herstmonceux Castle in Sussex.


  The College was built as a Royal Palace, then converted into a hospital and then ended up as a Naval College. During these changes, the height of many of the rooms had been drastically changed but without altering the position of the windows. The consequence was that in the room I occupied there had been a window which rose only 2’6” above the floor and I had to lie down to get a view of the river. But the officer occupying the room below mine did even worse. His window (originally the bottom half of mine) came down only 2 or 3 feet from his ceiling – so that he could not see out of it at all unless he stood on a table or chair!


  We had refresher courses in English, History (from the famous Professor Geoffrey Callender) Mathematics, Physics and so forth.


  The famous Painted Hall was not available for serving meals when I was there in 1924. We dined in the spacious arched cellars which had been whitewashed and had quite an agreeable ambiance especially when the Port (6d), Madeira (5d) and Marsala (4d) were being circulated round the long tables by an elegant silver model railway train hauling decanter-laden wagons. The West End was conveniently reached by bus since few could afford a car on Sub-Lieutenant’s pay of 12/- a week. And late buses back to Greenwich only ran as far as the Marquis of Granby at the far end of the Old Kent Road after midnight and from there it was a good two-mile walk to the College. Those who could not afford to go up to the West End on Saturday nights traditionally had a party in one of the Wardrooms and traditionally took the piano to pieces at the end of the evening. There was a standing contract with a Greenwich piano firm to rebuild the piano on the requisite Mondays.


  The Royal Naval College had the use of the playing fields in Greenwich Park and I recall a very successful season when our team included the famous Scrum-Halves Kershaw and Davies who also played for England, both of whom wore special navy-blue shorts cut very wide at the hips to give them unfettered mobility. Playing as a forward in that team I found it a delightful experience to be sure that if you got hold of the ball in the scrum and heeled it out to Kershaw or Davies, immediate and profitable use was made of it – never any fumbling or missed passes.


  3. WATNEY AND POWELL


  By 1928, encouraged by one or two of my contemporaries who held similar views, I had decided that the Royal Navy could not provide me with a satisfying life, that the pay was not enough, the promotion prospects poor and that life confined to the limited space of a ship and the limited company of an Officers’ Mess compared unfavourably with the scope and variety of a life ashore.


  This had been confirmed by the months as a Junior Lieutenant in HMS Delhi, swinging around a buoy in Hong Kong Harbour and desperately short of money after leaving my polo ponies (2), my race pony (1), my car (1) and my girl friends (several) behind in Malta, with no hope of replacement in Hong Kong. And none of those welcome diversions customary for the Malta-based Fleet such as the summer cruises to the Adriatic or Aegean or the combined exercises with the Atlantic Fleet in the Western Mediterranean in the winter – Gibraltar, Majorca, Toulon etc. The China Squadron itself hogged the fleshpots of Shanghai and the adventures of the Yangtse River.


  In fact, only one curious adventure occurred during our unwanted presence in China. This ‘adventure’ blew up suddenly one evening when we were summoned back to our ships from the bars and restaurants and other watering holes in Hong Kong and Kowloon – and informed there was to be a raid on the pirates’ base in Bias Bay.


  At this period the coastal shipping trade was frequently the victim of piracy. The pirates would board a vessel when taking on passengers and cargo in the north. They would be well equipped with hidden firearms and as soon as safely out in the open sea, would raid the bridge and secure all the officers except the Captain and/or Navigator in their cabins and then force the former to take the ship round the coast and up into Bias Bay where the villagers had been trained to assist in unloading valuable cargo and wealthy passengers who might be held to ransom.


  The raid had been agreed between the Governor of Hong Kong, Sir Cecil Clementi, and our Cruiser Squadron Admiral, The Earl of Cork and Orrery (better known as ‘Ginger Boyle’). The raiding party was accommodated in the small boats of our Cruiser Squadron and towed by three of the steam whalers used for such odd jobs as ferrying our sailors to and fro on shore leave.


  We set off around midnight in time to arrive at Bias Bay just before dawn. The sailors carried incendiary material and explosives, the officers their revolvers. I was accompanied in my whaler by the Ship’s Dental Officer. At the last moment some ‘sea-lawyer’ ruled that it would be a breach of the Geneva Convention for a Dental Officer to carry a firearm on such an occasion and so in my photograph album I have a snapshot of the two of us sitting at the back of the boat, me with my revolver and he with an axe!


  About a mile or so from Bias Bay village the boats grounded on a mixture of mud, sand and shingle and we had no choice but get out and wade to the beach carrying our weapons and incendiary materials above our heads. On the beach some Chinese were already at work building boats and some of them very kindly waded out to meet us and enquire whether they could be of help! Through our Chinese interpreters we replied that as we were coming ashore with the intention of burning their village to the ground we did not feel able to accept their kind offer. In the circumstances I felt it was rather unsporting to allow my sailors to pour kerosene over the boats they were building on the beach and follow that up with flaming rags.


  But the villagers evidently got the message and were soon deserting their humble shacks and taking to the surrounding hillocks. These shacks caught fire easily but the few stonebuilt shrines or stores called for explosive treatment and I recall how the hens that some of them contained would then come fluttering down out of the sky above like so many pheasants. Later our Admiral came ashore to inspect the ruins and, sighting an undamaged set of junks just offshore, ordered me to have them destroyed without delay. Clambering up on to their decks I found their holds packed high with Chinese fireworks! A few flaming rags thrown in sufficed and within a few minutes all of the junks had burned through their anchor ropes and were floating away in flaming splendour through the early-morning mists; and so that was that. There were no casualties but local Chinese language newspapers came out with front pages describing how “piles of innocent dead lay amongst the smoking ruins of Bias Bay village” – but the pirates continued with their piracy undeterred!


  And life in the First Cruiser Squadron continued in its uneventful way. The Delhi visited Swatow and Amoy along the south coast of China but still far away from the fabled joys of Shanghai. At Amoy I was tempted to buy a crate of ‘Amoy Cats’ made of papier mâché with mobile heads delicately balanced on long match sticks. I was joined in the purchase by Lieut. Micklethwait (later Admiral and Senior Naval Officer at Gibraltar) thus setting up ‘The Amoy Cat Company’. Not a financial success, and they ended their days gathering dust on the shelves of my first Chelsea flat after becoming a civilian.


  Once – and only once – during that year based on Hong Kong was I able to get leave to visit Canton for a weekend, hosted by Mr Staples-Smith, a British merchant with accommodation on Shameen Island (where all English merchants in that area were housed at that time). I enjoyed a lunch party given by a wealthy Chinese compradore, reaching his home by a network of muddy rivers and creeks between paddy fields fertilised by human dung collected in big pails carried on yokes by bare-footed porters through the narrow streets of Canton City, and which gave off a strong and unforgettable stench. We arrived, as invited, at about 1 pm and spent the next four or five hours inspecting the compradore’s orchards of lychee trees and lakes and the handsome tombs of his ancestors – by which time pre-lunch cocktails were served. It was not until about 6 pm that we sat down to lunch – or rather two lunches: first a Chinese meal with hot rice-wine and Chinese food eaten with chopsticks; then an English dessert with champagne. Finally, a quick introduction to the compradore’s numerous concubines brought down giggling from some different part of the house and we departed for Shameen Island. In the evening, we visited a Chinese travelling tented circus where there was loud applause for the European chorus girls but an almost silent response to the animal acts.


  And then came the first act in my abandonment of the Royal Navy. This was an operation of some difficulty at that period. Short service engagements for officers were non-existent at that time. When you received (in an unregistered envelope) your Commission as a Sub-Lieutenant – at the age of about 21 after three years as a Mid-Shipman – you were virtually at the disposal of the Lords Commissioners of the Admiralty for the rest of your life, but certainly until you had completed a further eight years as a Lieutenant and then reached the aged of 45 or more as a Lieutenant-Commander without promotion to the rank of full Commander; i.e. the first point at which promotion became selective rather than automatic.


  One day in the summer heat of 1927, when the Delhi roasted in a Hong Kong drydock under a tropical sun with no air-conditioning whatsoever, a notice from the Admiralty was circulated to officers calling for volunteers for the Fleet Air Arm. This would involve for those selected immediate return to the UK, a preliminary training course at Whale Island (the gunnery school at Portsmouth) and a final course involving naval aircraft (mostly, as I remember, rather outdated Blackburn Biplanes).


  I volunteered … and within a few days I was on board a P & O liner bound for the UK. Her funnels were black, her paintwork tawny, the sea was calm and the passengers included two outstandingly pretty girls, the Douglas twins, daughters of our Regional Commissioner in Malaya. We sipped crème de menthe frappés and played endless vingt-et-un. We stopped at Colombo and swam nervously between the Portuguese men-of-war jellyfish, off the Galleface Hotel. We stopped at Aden, inspected the stuffed ‘mermaids’ in the museum (i.e. dugongs which rum-sodden medieval sailors thought to be mermaids because of their well-developed girlish breasts), and took on board some decoratively robed but dispossessed Arab Royalty.


  My training course at Whale Island was dull like everything to do with gunnery and when it finished I applied to go on half-pay and qualify for an interpretership in French by spending some months in France. I began at Avignon in a small inexpensive hotel with a one-star Michelin restaurant in the garden overlooking the Rhone and the Pont d’Avignon. I studied French with the Professeur d’Anglais at the local Lycée, writing long essays for him in French and translating passages of English orally in his stuffy little study. Then I moved to Paris and lived in a very elegant studio on the 6th floor (no lift) of a building in the rue Lepic opposite the first pissoir as you mount it from the Place Blanche in Montmartre.


  It was during this period that I met my first wife in an Imperial Airways Handley-Page Biplane flying Croydon-Le Bourget in 1928. I had been asked to take the six foot tall daughter of a wealthy American widow staying in Paris to the Caledonian Ball. She stayed on in London afterwards and I flew back to Paris alone next day.


  Sitting in the seat immediately in front of mine was a very attractive girl – also American – as was clear from her frequent questions to the hostess – and I liked what I saw when she turned her head. After arriving at Le Bourget we got into conversation on our way to Immigration and Customs and decided to continue it on the coach journey into the Paris terminus.


  She had just concluded a European tour with a group of other young Americans. She was an artist and had decided to stay on a few more weeks in France to fill her sketch books. Could I advise her where she should stay in Paris? Of course I could! There was an excellent and reasonably-priced hotel at the top of the Rue Lepic where I had my studio and close to the Cathedral and the most romantic parts of upper Montmartre. After which few days passed when we did not eat together in some little restaurant or bistro, explore the galleries or museums or find time for her to come and practise on the Steinway grand that my friend had installed in the rue Lepic studio.


  And then we decided to get married.


  Back in London and faced with the fact that it would be quite impractical to support a wife on my naval pay and modest private income I set out to persuade the Admiralty to allow me to resign my Commission and at the same time to find suitable employment as a civilian. The first proved easier than I had anticipated. With both my parents no longer alive I could claim that I might have to support my unmarried sister and my very young brother. The Admiralty agreed but argued that as my education at the naval colleges had been largely at the public expense, they would expect me at least to allow my name to be entered on the Royal Navy’s ‘Emergency List’, in which event I would retain my Commission and be promoted to the rank of Lieutenant-Commander at the appropriate date. This I was quite ready to agree – and find some alternative civilian occupation as soon as possible.


  At that time (1928) the small advertisement columns of papers like The Times were well filled with advertisements offering executive jobs of various kinds to applicants prepared to invest a modest amount of capital into the business concerned.


  Three has always been my lucky number and the third interview resulting from replies to such advertisements was with a Mr Charles Watney at his large house near Gloucester Road Underground Station (direct line to Westminster). It was a Sunday evening but Mr Watney was still hard at work surrounded by newspaper cuttings and a variety of Parliamentary documents. Lying on shelves in the background were several rows of wire baskets labelled with the names of MPs, including, I recall, those of :

  Lord Apsley (Conservative, Bristol Central)

  Lord Balniel (Conservative, Lonsdale) Heir to the Earl of Crawford and Balcarres

  R A Butler (Conservative, Saffron Walden) later President of the Board of Education, Minister of Labour, Chancellor of the Exchequer, Lord Privy Seal, Leader of the House of Commons, and later Lord Butler of Saffron Walden

  Earl of Dalkeith (Conservative, Roxburgh and Selkirk) Heir to the Duke of Buccleuch

  Herwald Ramsbotham (Conservative, Lancaster), later Minister of Pensions, First Commissioner of Works, President of the Board of Education, Governor-General of Ceylon, later Viscount Soulbury

  Sir Walter de Frece (Conservative, Blackpool)


  in all some two dozen or more MPs for whom Charles Watney handled all their constituency correspondence.


  On other shelves lay another row of wire baskets labelled respectively South China Morning Post , North China Daily News, Central China Post, Singapore Free Press, East African Standard, Tanganyika Standard, Uganda Argus and others, such as ‘Civil Service Confederation’, ‘Tate & Lyle’, ‘Prayer Book Revision’, ‘Theatre Managers Association’, etc, etc.


  I explained to Charles Watney that I had left the Navy because I considered myself more qualified to work as a writer and administrator than to take charge of ships and sailors. “Well,” he replied, “if you join this business you will certainly have plenty of writing to do,” pointing at the rows of wire baskets he continued, “We write a large part of the constituency letters of those MPs, we help with material for their speeches and Motions and Questions. We are London correspondents of several overseas newspapers. Recently we successfully helped Lord Brentford’s Committee to oppose the Revision of the Prayer Book. We also assisted Sir Leonard Lyle (prospective MP for Bournemouth and Chairman of Tate & Lyle) with the amendment of the duties on refined sugar and so on and so forth.”


  I was fascinated and within a short time it was agreed that I could purchase a half-share in a partnership to be known as ‘Watney and Powell’, specialising in a wide range of Parliamentary and journalistic services. Work was to begin in January 1929, after the Christmas Parliamentary recess. Our telegraphic address would be ‘Omniactive’.


  Most of the mornings would be spent in Charles Watney’s office dealing with the constituency correspondence of MPs who retained our services. By arrangement with the House of Commons Post Office all the letters for these MPs were, on their instructions, sorted in to a special bin and collected by hand by our office-boy quite early in the morning. Our competent and well-trained secretaries could deal with a good proportion themselves but Charles Watney and myself dictated the replies to the more complicated and awkward samples. This often called for a telephone call to some appropriate civil servant in the Ministry concerned and the information so received could provide the basis for dealing with letters on the same subject to other MPs for whom we worked. In those days the great bulk of letters were about such matters as War Pensions, housing problems and current legislation of a controversial kind before Parliament. Our task was simplified by the fact that all the two dozen or more MPs we served were Conservatives except one – Sir William Edge, the National Liberal MP for Bosworth.


  In the afternoons we went down to the Palace of Westminster around 2.30 pm when Parliament set to work and established ourselves, according to custom established by Charles Watney, in the narrow corridor between the Police Barrier in the Central Lobby and the doors of the Members’ Lobby (which leads into the Chamber itself). Charles Watney always wore a Morning Coat and Top Hat, which he had done in earlier years when he had been Lobby Correspondent of the Daily Mail, then owned by Lord Northcliffe, later becoming its Foreign Editor and finally (like many others of his colleagues) resigning as Lord Northcliffe became increasingly a difficult and eccentric employer.


  But by the 1930s although Top Hats were becoming comparatively rare in the Palace of Westminster and their wearers confined to a limited number of older Parliamentarians who liked to preserve the traditions, Charles Watney continued to wear his until the outbreak of war in 1939. Only recently I was reminded of this in a letter from James Callaghan, replying to my congratulations when, as an ex-Prime Minister, he was created a Knight of the Garter. He wrote (29th April 1987):


  “Dear Christopher, … I very much appreciate your good wishes … Of course I remember the occasion of the presentation several years ago (of this later) … I also recall when Charles Watney used to sit in the Lobby in a top hat! Not many of us today can recall that period … Yours sincerely, Jim Callaghan.”


  For my own part, I considered a short black coat and striped trousers an adequate uniform for the corridors of the Palace of Westminster and sufficient to suggest to the police, the messengers, the doorkeepers and officials of various kinds that I had serious business there and was treating the place with due respect. I have found a letter in my files confirming this in a somewhat exaggerated way – written in January 1978 by Sir Geoffrey de Freitas MP to Dudley Smith MP, who was kindly helping to sponsor a farewell dinner for me by surviving MPs and Peers with whom I had enjoyed particularly friendly relations during my fifty Parliamentary years.


  “Dear Dudley, Thank you for your letter of 5 January about Christopher Powell’s dinner. I am so sorry to say I shall not be able to be present as I have to be in Strasbourg that evening at a meeting of the European Parliament.


  “Incidentally, I remember coming to the House of Commons before the war and seeing him in the Central Lobby. He was so distinguished looking that I thought he was somebody very important. I knew what the Prime Minister looked like so it wasn’t him, but I thought he must, at least, be high up in the Government! Yours sincerely, Geoffrey.”


  One of the Conservative MPs whose constituency correspondence we handled when I joined Charles Watney was Sir Walter de Frece, the member for Blackpool. He was a theatrical impresario and had married Vesta Tilley, a famous male impersonator on the Music Hall stage. By 1929 she had retired and insisted on living in Monte Carlo. So Sir Walter had to live there too and only attended Parliament on Budget Day. Replies to letters from his constituents were sent either on notepaper signed by him before leaving London or by Charles Watney as his private secretary. From time to time Written Questions on subjects of interest to Blackpool were sent in and the replies – if newsworthy – were printed in the local press. If there was a division involving a three-line whip it was usually possible for Sir Walter to be paired by some kind friend in one of the Whips’ offices. As a result he was regarded in those days as a very good MP by his Conservative supporters in Blackpool.


  But his successor, Capt Clifford Erskine-Bolst was less fortunate. He and Sir Walter de Frece had become acquainted in the South of France where Erskine Bolst lived with his wealthy American wife in a villa above Eze-sur-Mer called ‘La Faleze’. The latter’s fortune was said to be based on Californian asparagus and to some she was known as ‘the Asparagus Queen’. In those times one of the qualifications required of an approved Conservative candidate for Blackpool was that he should agree to subscribe £6,000 a year to the local Conservative Association. For some Conservative Constituencies the obligatory subscription was even higher. Anyway, the Asparagus Queen was prepared to provide the £6,000 and in due course Erskine-Bolst was duly elected as Sir Walter‘s successor with a majority of 37,000. Not long afterwards, his wife thought it would be appropriate that she, like Lady de Frece, should be entitled to call herself Lady Bolst, and that Erskine-Bolst should therefore seek a knighthood. Our help was invited, but in vain. A few weeks later, however, Erskine-Bolst cheerfully declared that success was in view. Someone had informed him that if he were prepared to put up £10,000 for the building fund of a certain new hospital a knighthood could almost certainly be regarded as in the bag. Erskine-Bolst put up the amount suggested and in due course the next Honours List was published. The name of Erskine-Bolst, was, however, not included in any of its categories, but the individual who had advised the £10,000 subscription duly received a knighthood. The Asparagus Queen was not amused and demanded action; so Erskine-Bolst wrote a protesting letter to the Chairman of his local Conservative Association – the Earl of Derby. The reply from his lordship was polite and diplomatic; honours were no longer for sale in the UK; but no doubt if Erskine-Bolst remained an active and faithful supporter of the Conservative Party in Parliament for a long period of years his political services might, in due course, be suitably recognised.


  The Asparagus Queen, however, was still not amused. Without delay, she arranged for a divorce and re-married. Without her support, Erskine-Bolst could no longer afford the £6,000 p.a. subscription to the Blackpool Conservative Association and had to give up his seat in the House of Commons by ‘applying for the Chiltern Hundreds’ and then settled in a small house in rural Kent, where he died during the course of World War II.


  But, apart from the exceptional arrangements made for the constituency correspondence of Sir Walter de Frece, all constituency correspondence we handled for the other thirty or so MPs was the subject of regular discussion with them as necessary in the lobby of the House of Commons. Indeed, although we collected a large part of such mail direct from the House of Commons Post Office and arranged for the replies to be prepared in our office and delivered by hand to the relevant MPs at the Palace of Westminster for signature, many Members would themselves bring to us their letters which had been sent to their home addresses and which they liked to discuss with us personally how they should be dealt with. We would then dictate the replies in the lobby to one of our own secretaries who would then either take them away to process at our sub-office in St Stephen’s House nearby – or later on – as a result of a concession obtained with some difficulty from the House authorities – in the first room ever reserved for MPs’ secretaries behind the Admission Order Office in St Stephen’s Hall.


  In addition to this work, we took on additional Parliamentary activities as time went by, such as providing a secretariat for various All-Party Groups, including the Road Study Group in the Commons and Lords, the Parliamentary and Scientific Committee, the Animal Welfare Group, the All-Party Channel Tunnel Group and others.


  Tate and Lyle


  Tate and Lyle was already a client of Charles Watney when I joined him as a partner in 1929, and this relationship was intensified after Sir Leonard Lyle became Conservative MP for Bournemouth and we assisted him as well with his Constituency correspondence.


  A long-running source of trouble was the competition between beet sugar made from home-grown sugar beet and cane sugar made from sugar cane, mostly grown in various parts of the Empire, such as the West Indies, Queensland and South Africa. Tate and Lyle maintained that the Government subsidy for home-grown sugar beet was excessive and damaging to the prosperity of sugar-cane growing parts of the Empire and so to their ability to import British manufactured goods and Watney and Powell were active in propagating this argument at all suitable opportunities in Parliament and the Press.


  At a later stage, under the Labour Government of 1945 came the threat to nationalise the sugar industry which provoked the famous ‘Mr Cube’ campaign against the proposal. ‘Mr Cube’ was the brainchild of ‘Aims of Industry’, an organisation acting on behalf of a number of leading industries in the country with the particular object of opposing nationalisation of any kind, and naturally well-supported by Tate and Lyle.


  The Director-General of Aims of Industry at that time was Roger Sewill, who had previously been Director of the Road Haulage Association which had been one of the constituent bodies of the Roads Campaign Council, together with the British Road Federation and the Society of Motor Manufacturers and Traders, for both of which Watney and Powell acted as Parliamentary Consultants. The Roads Campaign Council maintained a continual campaign to urge the Government to adopt a really adequate road-building programme to meet the relentless increase in road traffic and as time went on it became recognised as one of the most effective of all the various Parliamentary lobbies. It naturally joined the extensive opposition to the Labour Government’s proposals to nationalise long-distance road transport – a proposal which was embodied in the Road Transport Bill which it introduced in November, 1946.


  As Parliamentary Consultants to Tate and Lyle we, like Aims of Industry, were equally concerned to prevent the Government’s proposals to nationalise the sugar industry. But we concerned ourselves in particular with the serious side of briefing Members of Parliament about the political and economic arguments for keeping the highly competitive sugar industry under the direction of private enterprise.


  But the gimmicks of the ‘Mr Cube’ campaign undoubtedly helped to stir up public interest in the nationalisation issue and was embarrassing to the Labour Government with the grinning image of Mr Cube appearing on every packet of Tate and Lyle sugar and pouring out a flood of anti-nationalisation propaganda widely repeated in press advertisements and posters – even recorded on gramophone records of interviews between Richard Dimbleby and employees of Tate and Lyle and of which some four million copies were distributed.


  I recall several small dinner parties at which suitable and influential members of the Labour Party were invited for serious discussion of the issues involved, and one in particular with Tom O’Brien MP (a sensible and gregarious character and an influential Trade Unionist in the entertainment world) who at that time was Chairman of the Labour Party.


  Whilst fully admitting the very great public relations value of the ‘Mr Cube’ campaign itself, I still think that it was the straightforward briefing of centre and right-wing Labour politicians in this way that finally decided the Labour Government, formed after the Socialists had won the Election of 1950, to make no reference whatsoever to sugar nationalisation in the first post-election speech from the Throne. It may be true that this was also partly due to the very small majority the Socialists got in that Election, but equally to the thought that the small majority itself might have been partly due to the fact that sugar nationalisation had been made a source of public ridicule by ‘Mr Cube’ and of serious economic misgivings amongst a wide section of the re-elected Labour MPs.


  Experience of lobbying in the USA


  I have only had limited contact with American lobbyists. Once was over the US Sugar Import Quotas when enormous sums were earned by Washington lawyers acting on behalf of almost every sugar-producing country in the world. My clients, Tate and Lyle, urgently wanted better quotas for their sugar estates in the Caribbean and employed an American Lobbyist to help. He reported that the relevant Bill most likely to succeed was that of Congressman Cooley, Chairman of the Agriculture Committee and that Mr Cooley would be going to Rome in September for the Inter-Parliamentary Conference. This, he suggested, would be an ideal opportunity for British MPs to educate him on the Caribbean issue. The British delegation were accordingly well briefed by us before they left and to give some shape to the operation I went to Rome to arrange a dinner party which would bring the American and British delegations together and hopefully finalise some agreement about the Caribbean quotas.


  The dinner was laid on at one of Rome’s top restaurants, the Ourso. The preliminary reception was appropriately given in the Borgia room of this restaurant, where Congressman Cooley declared he had become completely convinced of the need for generous quotas from British Caribbean Islands. All he asked was that some British MPs should accompany the first shipments and enjoy return hospitality in Washington.


  Toll Bridges


  Sir William Bull Bt MP, who represented one of the Hammersmith seats as a Conservative when I joined Charles Watney as a partner in 1929, was an extremely forceful and competent solicitor who looked exactly like the popular conception of John Bull and he was kind enough to introduce me or the firm of Watney and Powell to several clients whose requirements in the Parliamentary sphere provided me with many hours of fascinating activity over a long period. The Toll Owners Association, the Channel Tunnel and last but not least the BBC itself (of whose predecessor the British Broadcasting Company, Sir William had himself been Chairman).


  The Toll Owners Association began with a constituent of Sir William, a Mr Percy, who had been a pioneer motorist. Unlike other pioneer motorists who developed into motor manufacturers like Lord Nuffield and Lord Rootes, Mr Percy decided to collect toll bridges and formed them into the General Estates Company. His life developed into a constant turmoil of litigation, but turmoil which showed a reasonable profit at the end of the day.


  The crown jewel of his collection of toll bridges was Selby Bridge, crossing the River Ouse on the road approaching York from the south. Like many other private toll bridges it was constructed and obtained its powers under a Private Act of Parliament towards the end of the eighteenth century. The Act enabled the bridge to be constructed as part of the main trunk road passing through Selby, made it unlawful for any other road bridge to be built over the River Ouse within the proximity of Selby and laid down in a Schedule the charges which could be made for its use from pedestrians up to the largest horse-drawn vehicles. Additionally, to encourage the construction of the bridge, its revenue was declared to be free of all rates and taxes in perpetuity.


  It was constructed in timber and could be raised and lowered to facilitate the passage of ships up the River Ouse through Selby. Parliamentary trouble for toll bridges began in 1930 (my first year in the Lobby) when Captain Peter Macdonald, Conservative MP for the Isle of Wight, introduced a private members bill giving compulsory powers to local authorities to buy up private toll bridges in their area and make them toll free and including a clause that would limit the purchase price to be paid having regard to certain developments after the Bill’s enactment. It was politically impossible to prevent the passage of such a Bill but Lord Brentford agreed to promote an amendment in the House of Lords to ensure that when any compulsory purchase took place a fair market price should be paid under the Acquisition of Land Act without any unfair restrictions. Lord Brentford was a determined and effective defender of the rights of property and the House of Lords agreed to his amendment against the wish of the then Labour Government and its Minister of Transport, Herbert Morrison.


  But the Commons, as is their right, disagreed with the amendment and sent the Bill back again to the Lords. This operation was repeated several times, but Lord Brentford stuck to his guns and the to and fro rally was still going strong up to a few days before the end of the session.


  At this stage, as was customary, a conference was called consisting of some selected members from both Houses to try and reach agreement about this and a few other amendments which were also being disputed. Once again Lord Brentford triumphed, continued to insist on the toll bridge amendment, but agreed to give way on one or two others which he thought of lesser importance.


  My first Parliamentary success! And Sir William Bull Bt MP wrote to Charles Watney:


  “I should like to take this opportunity of saying how much I am pleased with your Partner, Mr Powell. As I told him, he is taking to Parliamentary work like a duck to water and in time will make a brilliant Parliamentary Agent. That is my prophecy.”


  But there were still troubles ahead for toll bridges in general and Selby Bridge in particular.


  The East and West Ridings of Yorkshire embarked on a combined scheme to build a by-pass round Selby which would render the toll bridge almost completely superfluous. This was very popular with surrounding industrial establishments but unattractive to those in Selby who wished to continue to have a bridge over the River Ouse in the very centre of their town. Anyway, there was sufficient opposition to the scheme to justify a Public Enquiry and I travelled up to attend it with Selby Bridge solicitors and the two Counsel they had engaged, F A MacQuistan KC, a tough Scotsman with a nice sense of humour (whom I assisted later with his unsuccessful Bill to put a stop to dyed kippers) and John Foster, later a very distinguished KC or QC and a Conservative Minister.


  The Enquiry was held in Selby Town Hall and the public gallery was fully occupied. We sat with others giving evidence facing the Chairman of the Enquiry, some Legal official of the London County Council – with his Technical Adviser on his right. To my surprise the latter was none other than the Chairman of the firm of civil engineers whom I knew to be the Ministry of Transport’s choice as Consultant Engineers for the construction of the bridge (if such construction was agreed).


  This struck me as a splendid opportunity for the Proprietors of Selby Bridge to call “foul” – and demand at least a free kick or something of the kind. We discussed the matter over lunch and MacQuisten quickly agreed to raise it as a matter of principle as soon as the Enquiry resumed its work. And he did so – and with considerable effect. Rising to his full height, (which was a good 6 feet) he demanded full particulars of the Technical Adviser’s position and questioned how he could give impartial advice to the Chairman of the Enquiry. There were catcalls from the gallery, largely filled by Selby inhabitants still faithful to their historic toll bridge and we went back to London determined not to let the matter drop. Numerous questions were asked in Parliament by MPs of both parties as to whether the Minister could rely on getting impartial advice from the Enquiry’s Technical Adviser, why such an appointment had been made and what would be the practice at similar Public Enquiries in the future. Evidently Dr Burgin, then Minister of Transport, got the message and greatly to the satisfaction of the Proprietors of Selby Bridge no more was ever heard of the proposed by-pass scheme.


  On another occasion our Toll Owners Association was asked for help by a private toll road near Lancaster which the Local Authority wished to free after buying as cheaply as possible. To achieve this low price signs were erected on the highways leading to the private toll road advising motorists that there was a good alternative route that was toll-free.


  I went up to visit the owners of the toll road – a pleasant Yeoman farmer type with a wife who helped him collect the tolls through all hours of the night and day. They were rightly proud of the good condition in which they maintained their two or three miles of toll road. They gave me an excellent dinner and I slept through the night on a really comfortable old-fashioned feather bed undisturbed by the occasional night collection of tolls.


  They confirmed that the alternative route being pushed by the local authority had been the scene of serious accidents. It was agreed that a modest fee would be charged if as a result of our intervention on behalf of the Toll Owners Association their toll road was only freed after a fair market price was paid. Sympathetic local MPs readily agreed to urge the Minister of Transport to insist on a fair deal for the toll road owners and finally a settlement agreeable to all concerned was reached.


  Selby Toll Bridge continues to provide a convenient crossing over the River Ouse at Selby as it has done for nearly two hundred years. Being made of timber it can be kept in good order by regular replacement of worn parts. When it is occasionally rammed by ships accidentally or wilfully it is quickly repaired. Suggestions that its freedom from rates and taxes should be abolished are countered by the argument that this was part of the contract for its construction. And Parliament has never refused to agree reasonable increases in its Schedule of Tolls to match maintenance costs in an age of inflation. The problem of inventing a new scale of tolls to provide for motor vehicles when they replaced horse-drawn transport was dealt with by a Locomotive Act introduced by the Government which contained a table for converting for all purposes vehicles drawn by so many horses into motor vehicles of varying horse power.


  The Channel Tunnel


  I have been a devoted ‘Tunnelist’ ever since 1929 when Sir William Bull MP, then Chairman of the All-Party Channel Tunnel Group, invited me, shortly after joining Charles Watney, to become its Administrative Secretary. I remained as such for 58 years until I retired as a Parliamentary Consultant in 1988.


  1929 was one of those periods of renewed political interest in the project which have occurred at frequent intervals ever since Monsieur Mathieu, a French engineer, presented Napoleon with a scheme for a Channel tunnel designed for horse-drawn vehicles only, lit with gas lamps and with a staging post for the horses about half-way across on an artificial island. He thought Napoleon might use it for his projected invasion of Great Britain. But Napoleon, like Hitler, developed alternative plans.


  In 1929 a report was available on a new Channel Tunnel scheme evolved by the British and French Channel Tunnel Companies and referred for examination by a Cabinet Sub-Committee presided over by Lord Ebbisham (then Chairman of the Southern Railway). The Committee’s Report was favourable to the Tunnel – apart from a reservation by Lord Ebbisham that such a tunnel would increase the number of British people patronising continental resorts as well as producing an increased flood of European fruit and vegetables into the UK. Unfortunately, the Report was followed by a White Paper declaring that, nevertheless, the Government itself was still opposed to any kind of Channel Tunnel.


  The All-Party Channel Tunnel Group sprang into action and tabled an ‘Early Day Motion’ as follows:


  “That this House is of the opinion that since a Channel Tunnel can be constructed by Private Enterprise without financial assistance from the State and since the Channel Tunnel Committee has reported it would be of definite economic advantage (etc, etc) every facility should be given for it to be undertaken at the earliest opportunity.”


  With the help of the All-Party Group I was able to get the signatures of some 200 MPs for that Motion and in due course Mr Ernest Thurtle (George Lansbury’s son-in-law) who had taken over the Chairmanship of the Group from Sir William Bull, was informed there would be facilities for it to be debated on 30th June, 1930 with a free vote.


  I attended the debate with Baron Emile D’Erlanger, then Chairman of the British Channel Tunnel Company, who was so emotionally moved throughout that he had constantly to wipe his heated brow with a stick of highly-perfumed Eau de Cologne.


  Plenty of backbench MPs spoke in favour of the Motion but the Prime Minister, Ramsay Macdonald, the Minister of Transport, Herbert Morrison, and other supporters of the Government followed the hostile White Paper.


  One statement by the Minister of Transport, deserves special mention – “The only transport advantage of which we can be certain is that less people will be sea-sick. I cannot see that expenditure of £30/40 millions is warranted for the avoidance of sea-sickness especially as many people can get railway sick – particularly in tunnels!”


  In all the circumstances the vote was not too bad – although in the short term it was pretty lethal, i.e.:


  
    Ayes for the Motion 172

    Noes against it 179

  


  The Noes included: Stanley Baldwin, Ramsay Macdonald (PM) Sir Samuel Hoare, Herbert Morrison, Philip Snowden.


  Amongst the Ayes were: Winston Churchill, Brendan Bracken, Aneurin Bevan, Chuter Ede (Later Home Secretary), Sir Herbert Samuel.


  However the All-Party Channel Tunnel Group soldiered on and found plenty of opportunity to keep Parliamentary and political interest in the project alive. New schemes for road tunnels and bridges called for constant comment and criticism and cross-channel traffic continued to grow. But it was not until the Second World War was finally disposed of that the scheme became really topical again.


  The Suez Canal Company developed friendly relations with the French and British Tunnel Companies. A group of American bankers, encouraged by two New York public relations experts, the Davidson brothers (Frank and Al), expressed a wish to co-operate in a freshly-researched project and Harold MacMillan, as Minister of Defence, replied to a question by the All-Party Group’s Chairman, Lance Mallalieu MP, that there were no longer any objections to the tunnel on defence grounds – a reply which was taken by tunnelists to dispose once and for all of past opposition by such military authorities as the Duke of Wellington and Field-Marshals Sir Garet Wolseley, Lord Kitchener, Sir John French and Lord Montgomery.


  Finally, a completely revised plan for a twin rail tunnel with shuttle trains for road vehicles was drawn up by the Channel Tunnel Study Group comprising the two tunnel companies, the Suez Canal Company and the American banking group.


  In due course that scheme was adopted by both French and British Governments and embodied in the last Channel Tunnel Bill which was on the point of enactment in 1975 when Harold Wilson, then Prime Minister, announced in the House of Commons that the British Government had decided to withdraw its support.


  Eric Ogden MP, then a Joint Chairman of the All-Party Group, persuaded the Speaker to agree to an immediate debate on the decision that same evening and persuaded a number of tunnel supporting MPs to participate.


  But of course it was too late and yet another decade had to pass before the Group recently found itself involved in the consideration of a whole new clutch of expensively promoted schemes for tunnels, bridges and even a combination of both.


  However, Eurotunnel, with its pilot tunnel, twin rail tunnels and shuttle trains carrying road vehicles, was very properly selected as the winner. The relevant Legislation has now been passed by both Parliaments and has enabled Margaret Thatcher and President Mitterand to meet in Paris on 29th July, 1987, for the Ratification of the necessary Treaty.


  I do not think sufficient credit has yet been given to Margaret Thatcher for the part she has played in this saga and I would like to recall a small and intimate dinner party which Leo D’Erlanger, when Chairman of the Channel Tunnel Company, gave for her several years ago when she was Shadow Minister of Transport.


  It was in his elegant house in Brook Street opposite the American Embassy and always filled with hothouse flowers and a cellar stocked with the best vintages of Chateau Lafite. Usually on such occasions Margaret Thatcher does most of the talking but on this occasion (at least after the dinner and the Chateau Lafite) she sat on a sofa with Leo d’Erlanger listening, almost without interruption, as he expounded the technical and economic case for a twin rail bored tunnel with shuttle trains for road vehicles.


  And I am sure from subsequent conversations that she was impressed and this helped to set her on the course which led to this historic event in Paris on 29th July, 1987 when she and President Mitterand jointly agreed to the Ratification of the Channel Tunnel Treaty.


  I once had to speak for the tunnel on a Panorama programme with only a not very helpful Consulting Engineer to support me. None of the real VIPs of the tunnel would accept when they learned the programme was to be based on an American book that the re-birth of the tunnel scheme was due to the initiative of Frank Davidson, a New York PR man, who had been violently seasick on a Channel crossing just after the War and who after some superficial research decided to interest some American bankers in offering to participate in the financing of a newly-researched tunnel and who contacted M Georges Picot of the Suez Canal, with whom Leo d’Erlanger and the French Tunnel Company were already having confidential preliminary talks.


  When I got to the BBC Studio about a quarter of an hour before the Panorama programme, Richard Dimbleby (father of today’s Dimbleby brothers) said, “Here are the questions I propose to put to you.” They were all based on this book, to which Leo d’Erlanger and his associates took such exception. I said I feared I couldn’t answer any of them for that reason – but agreed to write down in the few remaining minutes another dozen which I would be prepared to answer. As the programme had been well advertised and couldn’t be cancelled Dimbleby had to accept.


  At some point the French laid on the mock-up of a shuttle train at Montparnasse Station to show how quick and easy it was to load with road vehicles. It had about thirty low wagons with flat steel covers – nothing else – just level with the platform. We drove our cars on and just braked in a single line more or less bumper-to-bumper from the engine back to the Guard’s van and the train went off at a reasonable speed to St Germain where there was a Vin d’Honneur with speeches. Then we drove back on to the train and returned to the Gare Montparnasse. On this occasion I regret to say that following the Vin d’Honneur some of the Parliamentarians failed to apply their brakes properly and there was a certain amount of undignified banging and bumping before we got started.
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 A group of members of the Parliamentary and Scientific Committee visited the French and English terminals of the Channel Tunnel while still under construction on 15th June 1993


  4. PRESS CENSORSHIP


  When I left the Royal Navy in 1928 as a Junior Lieutenant I accepted an invitation from the Admiralty to leave my name on the ‘Emergency List’, ie a list of reasonably able-bodied officers who could be called upon if and when a serious emergency arose.


  Acceptance meant retaining my Commission and being promoted automatically to Lieut-Commander after completing eight years as a Lieutenant.


  In 1938 when an ‘Emergency’ appeared to be looming up I went down to the Admiralty to find out whether any decision had yet been reached with regard to officers whose names were registered on the Emergency List. A clerk referred to a capacious file and produced an immediate reply, “You are down to serve as the Contraband Control Officer at Freetown, Sierra Leone.” And that was that.


  But, looking in at my Club nearby in St James’s Square I turned up Sierra Leone in the Encyclopaedia and read “Formerly known as the ‘white man’s grave …’ etc" and things didn’t seem to have improved very much since the article was written. And my brief experience of the tropics had convinced me that I could never enjoy good health in a hot and humid climate. The Admiralty clerk maintained that in view of my indifferent eyesight together with ten years absence from the technological development of the service and my limited experience before leaving it, a shore appointment in any Emergency would be virtually automatic.


  So I began to keep an eye open for some alternative to Contraband Control in Sierra Leone (not of course being able to foresee that Graham Greene was to spend much of World War II in Freetown, Sierra Leone, in a not dissimilar occupation).


  And I learned that the war plan provided for the postal censorship to be largely manned by retired Army Officers and the press censorship by retired Naval officers. The latter sounded curiously well matched to my experience since for the past ten years with Charles Watney I had been occupied very much not only with the press and public relations side of Parliament but with a number of overseas newspapers as well. And if the press censorship were to be based in London, I could be in daily touch with my office and give support to Charles Watney who, though already in his seventies, was fully able to act as sole partner for the war period with such limited help that I could properly give whilst a temporary civil servant in the press censorship.


  Some months before the outbreak of World War II in September 1939, a training course was arranged for about fifty individuals who had been earmarked to form the initial staff of the Press Censorship Unit. About one half, like myself, had been selected by the Admiralty, the remainder were a mixture of barristers, solicitors, journalists and others with experience in journalism, publishing and so forth.


  Our instructors, who had made a lengthy study of press censorship arrangements in the first World War and all the available documentation, came from the Board of Education.


  The main textbook for the course was a confidential draft of the ‘Defence Notices’ which it was intended to issue to the press if and when war broke out. These notices covered all subjects which involved material which might conceivably be of value to the enemy in connection with the prosecution of war.


  These notices also endeavoured to make clear what material was to be treated as definitely publishable or unpublishable but a very large proportion of items, which could not be clearly placed in one category or other, was just labelled as “should be submitted to censorship”. The assumption was that the press censorship in World War II would be on a ‘voluntary’ basis, in that in the light of the Defence Notices editors would decide for themselves exactly what material they would publish at their peril and risk prosecution under a special Defence Notice No 3(1), making clear that it was a serious offence meriting prosecution to publish anything of value to the enemy for the prosecution of the war.


  During the course, specimens of press articles likely to be submitted to censorship were circulated to us for ‘treatment’, ie subjected to cuts or amendments with a blue pencil and returned marked “Passed for publication as Censored” or “Passed” if entirely OK, or “Held” if currently unpublishable. “Held” submissions would be reviewed from time to time and possibly be released after becoming innocuous by reason of time or by some change of censorship policy.


  At the end of the course there was an examination in which I think I must have done pretty well since shortly after war broke out and the designated press censors assembled at the Ministry of Information (ie the impressive Senate House of London University in Malet Street between Tottenham Court Road and Russell Square – which was to be the home of the Press Censorship throughout the war) I was quickly promoted to the rank of Assistant Director (of which there were four) and a few months later to the rank of Director (of which there were two) – one (myself) in charge of ‘Quick News’ – ie all UK newspapers, outgoing press cables and press telephone calls, photographs, news films and the BBC – the other (Maurice Lyell later QC and High Court Judge) ‘Slow News’ comprising technical journals, books and magazines etc.


  At the beginning of the war the Minister of Information was Lord Macmillan and the Director of Press Censorship Admiral C V Usborne (previously Director of Naval Intelligence). Neither survived the various crises which occurred during the first few weeks when a large and entirely inexperienced staff was settling down without any clear organisation, policy or precise and well-defined routines which can only be settled in the light of experience.


  I arrived at the Ministry of Information to take up my Press Censorship job a few days late because I had been hospitalised two days before War broke out after a car accident. I had been to collect my Vauxhall 10 from Newhaven where hundreds of cars were slowly arriving from Dieppe where they had been held up in the rush back to England of British people on holiday in France at the end of August 1939. It was late at night, and being tired I fell asleep descending the steep hill down into Lamberhurst. The car mounted the grass verge on the right hand side of the hill, crashed into a telegraph pole and was effectively concertinaed. The brake pedals crushed my toes, the gear lever pierced my leg and the steering sliced my forehead on its way through the roof. I managed to crawl out of the blood-soaked shambles by a back window and found myself opposite the house of a doctor appropriately named Dr Stitch. He sent me to Pembury hospital where one of my legs was put in plaster just before the hospital was evacuated to make room for the thousands of wounded which the Government expected following the Air Raids expected immediately after the declaration of War!


  Hobbling into the Ministry on crutches I found myself as Senior Press Censor in the large basement room allocated to censorship of material from the home press. Separate rooms had already been set aside for the censorship of press cables, press photographs and so forth. Censors were largely using their individual judgement about how they should deal with the press material submitted to them and when in doubt stopped it out of hand.


  Crisis after crisis developed – the first being in connection with the departure of the first British Expeditionary Force to France. The first contingent, in accordance with plans worked out with the French before the outbreak of war, left as early as September 4th 1939, and the main body to Cherbourg on September 10th.


  After September 10th the press began to urge that there should now be some relaxation on complete censorship, arguing that Germany must have known we had pre-war plans for such an operation and that there was no need to disclose exactly when the British troops would be moving up to the front or where and anyway the news that some British troops were already over in France would be good for morale. But still the War Office said “No”. Then on September 12th Paris Radio station put out two world broadcasts saying that the first contingent of British troops had arrived – and the War Office relented providing the news was confined to generalities. This was better than nothing but many quite detailed press stories were submitted to censorship and stopped after consultation with our military advisers.


  But such consultation made the War Office uneasy lest something really useful to the Germans might get published and around midnight one evening the Press Censorship was informed that War Office policy had changed and that there must be no further news passed at all by the Censorship about the landing in France of the BEF.


  Despite the fact that such material had already been passed in many press cables to the overseas press and that all British newspapers already had it set up for the morning papers of the following day, the War Office refused to budge and panic action, all too frequent in those early days of Press Censorship became the order of the day.


  Police were sent to newspaper offices to stop the printing of further issues.


  Police were sent to railway termini to take the bundles of newspapers off trains and all further outgoing press cables on the subject were additionally stopped.


  Eventually in the small hours, when it was realised that all this effort amounted to nothing more than shutting the stable door after the horse had escaped, the prohibition was cancelled as hastily as it had been imposed! But the morning papers that day were late!


  But the Censorship came in for a great deal of criticism in Parliament and the Press as a result of confusion such as this and there was a rapid turnover of Ministers and Chief Executives and responsibilities.


  From October 1939 to May 1940 responsibility both for issuing and censoring news was taken away from the Ministry of Information and handed over to an independent body called the Press and Censorship Bureau. Sir Walter Monckton KC was appointed Director-General of this new organisation.


  Sir Walter Monckton very rapidly re-vamped the principles and practice of the Press Censorship and brought in Sir Cyril Radcliffe KC, a leading Barrister at the Chancery Bar, to assist him.


  Lord Macmillan was succeeded by Lord Reith (ex BBC) and Admiral Usborne’s job as Chief Press Censor, after being put in the hands of Sir Cyril Radcliffe from May to December 1940, was finally passed to Rear Admiral George P Thomson who served as such until the end of the War.


  In due course Lord Reith was succeeded by Mr Duff Cooper as Minister of Information but his stay was comparatively brief and he was followed by Mr Brendan Bracken early in 1941. From then, for the remainder of the War, responsibility for Press Censorship was as follows:
Minister of Information: Rt Hon Brendan Bracken MP
Director General: Sir Cyril Radcliffe KC
Controller, Press & Censorship Division: Mr Francis Williams (previously Editor, Daily Herald)
Chief Press Censor: Rear Admiral George P Thomson
Directors, Press Censorship: Commander Christopher Powell, Mr Maurice Lyell


  By now the Press Censorship Bureau had been abolished and its activities brought under the control once again of the Ministry of Information, of which Sir Cyril Radcliffe KC had become Director-General.


  So far as concerned the links between the Press Censorship and the Service Departments, these were provided during the latter half of the War period by the following individuals:

  Naval Adviser: Lieut-General H L Tripp RM

  Senior Military Adviser: Lieut-Colonel C S M Heape

  Chief Air Ministry Adviser: Group Captain C R Bradley


  But before passing from the Duff Cooper period I must tell the strange story of the Conference I attended in Paris a few days before the fall of France in the summer of 1940 and over which he and the French Minister of Information jointly presided. Accompanying Mr Duff Cooper in his elegant Cabinet plane from London were Lord Hood, his Private Secretary, Mr Ryan, News Editor of the BBC, and myself representing the Press Censorship. (Mr Duff Cooper, who arrived last, was obviously in an unsocial mood and stood silently immersed in a slim volume of Molière until we boarded and flew off.) The reason for the conference was the continual complaints made by the French Government about our allowing the German Communiqués about their rapid advance into France through Belgium to be put out on the BBC News immediately they became available. The French on the other hand did not allow them to be heard on their radio news services for two or three days, with the object of maintaining French morale by not allowing them to learn exactly how close the invading Germans were getting to La Patrie!


  The conference was held in the Hotel Continental (the home of the French Press Censorship) and after a slow start in the morning of our arrival we moved over around noon to the Hotel Ritz where a lunch for about sixty or seventy of the principal participants had been laid on in a private room.


  Whilst aperitifs were being served the air raid sirens sounded off, signalling the first big-scale air raid on Paris since the beginning of the war. Immediately all the banqueting staff of the Ritz disappeared down into their air raid shelters in accordance with current regulations. Not a single one remained – even to keep the aperitifs going.


  Finally, André Maurois, who was there in uniform, showed some initiative. He invited me and my colleagues to raid the pantry and distribute what undoubtedly would be the cold first course, round the table and get the lunch started. He was right. There in the pantry were some sixty bowls of prawn cocktail and a dozen or so bottles of Sancerre standing on ice. We quickly distributed the lot round the table and the lunch started. My next-door neighbour, who was on the staff of General Weygand – the newly-appointed Commander in Chief – assured me that all would now be well, which of course it was not. But our conference was not continued after lunch because Monsieur Frossard and his assistants thought they would be too busy censoring French press reports about the air raid.


  Early that evening Duff Cooper summoned us to his room in the Hotel Meurice (where we were staying) and announced to our surprise that the conference had been postponed altogether and that we would be flying back at dawn to London from the military airport at Villecoublay.


  So, before sunrise we boarded once again our elegant little Cabinet plane on an airport pock-marked with numerous bomb craters and found we were to be escorted home by no less than six Spitfires. As an additional precaution we (almost) hedge-hopped over the French countryside and flew west almost to Cherbourg before turning across the Channel to England.


  It was not until several years later that I came across the reason for this curious flight back from Paris in Diana Duff Cooper’s War Memoirs. She wrote that on a certain date in June 1940 before the German invasion of France, ‘Duff’ had been sent on a “dangerous mission to Paris”. Clearing up in his bedroom she found a slim volume of Molière on his bedside table and poking out from it a note addressed to herself. In it he had written that before starting out on this so-called dangerous mission to Paris he wished to assure her that even if it should end disastrously no one could ever have had the privilege of enjoying such a perfect and adorable wife as herself – or words to that effect.


  And then – hardly had she read this very moving note – than she turned on the BBC News and learned about the air raid on Paris. Typically she immediately telephoned Winston Churchill (without success) and then a series of other Cabinet Ministers demanding that Duff Cooper should be flown back from Paris without delay and with every possible safeguard. Hence our escort of Spitfires and the unusual flight path/plan.


  After I had been promoted to the grade of Assistant Director of the Press Censorship its whole organisation was altered to achieve greater efficiency, speed and uniformity in its operation and since the Press Censorship never slept and provided service for its clientele round the twenty-four-hour clock, we four Assistant Directors became the four Duty Assistant Directors (quickly known as the DADS) on six-hour shifts through the day and night providing the central reference and decision-making point for the whole censorship staff. My first assistant, an exceptionally beautiful Paget girl, was replaced by a more highly qualified secretary who was a competent shorthand typist and also able to cope with the complicated and multipoint telephone exchange with which the DAD post had been equipped. All points which could not be settled by the Senior Press Censor on duty in the various sections, dealing respectively with the home press, outgoing press cables, photographs and film, press telephones, technical journals and so forth, were referred to the Duty Assistant Director point and after a decision had been reached about it, in consultation as necessary with one of the resident Service Advisers or the Chief Press Censor himself, such decision, if important, would be immediately embodied in the current collection of detailed instructions held by every individual censor whatever section he worked in. These were known as ‘Stops’, ‘Releases’ or ‘Qualified Releases’ and were designed to enable censors to deal quickly and without referral to higher authority with material about all subjects on which the press might conceivably require censorship guidance.


  Some of them were quite short, e.g. Stop: “No mention of British Annuity still being paid to Marshal Pétain.” But some had to be lengthy and carefully edited and give clear instructions on a variety of issues involved. A good example was the Qualified Release dealing with the treatment of air raid stories. It ran to several pages enabling individual censors to deal quickly and without reference to higher authority except perhaps on a limited number of details: reference to the areas covered by raids had to be limited to an approved list of general phrases. Obituary notices giving specific addresses had to be spaced out over a period and so forth in order not to give the Germans a precise picture of where their bombs had fallen. But to make the stories reasonably realistic for the public, permission was given for the publication of certain specific and newsworthy incidents in any particular raid, such as damage to the Palace of Westminster or Buckingham Palace or some hospital – but always limited in such a way as not to disclose any general pattern of the bombing. I was very proud of the ten-page Qualified Release I drafted to embody all these details. It was known as the ‘Air Raid Bible’.


  The strange arrival of Rudolf Hess, Hitler’s deputy, who crash-landed on the Duke of Hamilton’s estate in Scotland on the night of May 10th 1941, set a problem for the Press Censorship but not one that lasted for long.


  It coincided with the biggest and last ‘blitz’ raid on London and began with a story submitted to Censorship by a morning paper about a Messerschmitt having crashed in the Glasgow area and a German officer parachuting down and breaking his ankle in the vicinity. In accordance with current rules the story could not be passed and was held.


  Later press submissions indicated that the parachutist was none other than Rudolf Hess, Hitler’s deputy, and that there was a map in his plane indicating a course from Augsburg in Germany to the Duke of Hamilton’s estate at Dungavel. Naturally, the press were eager to publish this, but the Government, with the full approval of Winston Churchill, insisted that our stop should be maintained for the time being, especially as it was still not absolutely certain that the German officer who had actually made contact with the Duke of Hamilton was really Hess himself and not an impostor.


  Ivone Kirkpatrick of the Foreign Office, who had met Hess personally when serving in Germany before the war was sent up to conduct an interview. And then on May 12th a statement was made on German Radio as follows:


  “The Fűhrer’s deputy, Hess, who had a progressive illness and has been forbidden by the Fűhrer for several years to use an aeroplane, has nevertheless succeeded lately in taking possession of an aeroplane…It appears from a letter he left behind that he was the victim of obsessions which can be traced back to mental disruption…The National-Socialist Party must expect that the Fűhrer’s deputy has either met with a fatal accident or deliberately fallen out of the plane.”


  This certainly seemed to prove that the Duke’s visitor was indeed Hess but it was still thought desirable to keep the news out of the British Press – and it was not until 11.30pm that evening that a brief statement was finally issued from 10 Downing Street:


  “Rudolf Hess, the Deputy Fűhrer of Germany and Party Leader of the National-Socialist Party, has landed in Scotland…”


  And even after that restrictions were still imposed on reports that he had brought peace proposals or where he was living (in case there might be a rescue attempt).


  One Sunday evening before taking up my job as DAD I was having an agreeable dinner at one of the many good restaurants in Charlotte Street (having left a message where I could be found if necessary) when I was approached by a Ministry Messenger who said my return was urgently required back at the Ministry. It appeared that I was the most senior representative of the Press Censorship available and as such was required by the Deputy Prime Minister (then Mr Attlee) at No 10 Downing Street.


  Mr Attlee was pacing up and down the Cabinet Room. He looked worried. “I have had the Prime Minister (Winston Churchill) on the telephone from Washington. He is disturbed about reports that Tobruk (then occupied by British forces) has fallen and concerned as to what will be the reaction in the British press tomorrow morning.”


  “Well, Sir,” I replied, “the British press have now had a great deal of experience in dealing with bad news and treating it philosophically in the confident hope that all will come right in the end… But it is now after nine pm and commentary and leading articles will have to be written within the next hour or so. All the British press require is firm news that Tobruk has fallen, on which these comments can be based. Perhaps 10 Downing Street can help us in that connection?”


  “I doubt it,” replied Mr Attlee. “Too often 10 Downing Street is the last department to receive firm news about any major military development, but I will see what can be done.”


  And on that vague promise I drove back to the MOI in my battered Austin 10.


  There everything was on the boil. The press men were constantly visiting or calling my Assistant Director’s office to know what, if anything, could be published about the rumoured fall of Tobruk. But we had nothing for them. And then came a call from our censor out-posted at Reuters which was the main receiving point in London for censored news from Cairo. “I’ve got a ‘flash’,” he said, “from Cairo stating that Tobruk has fallen.” “Good,” I answered, “now we can get moving.” It was already 10pm.


  Sitting in my room was one of our resident Military Advisers from the press department of the War Office.


  “Please ring your opposite number at the War Office,” I said, “and tell them about this ‘flash’ about the fall of Tobruk received by Reuters. The Cairo censorship (renowned for its caginess and caution) would never allow such a message through unless well-founded. Tell him that Mr Attlee has had a telephone call from Winston in Washington asking us to do everything we can to ensure that the news is treated suitably in the morning papers. So will you authorise us to put out a message to the press stating that the War Office officially announces that Tobruk has fallen, adding perhaps that further details will follow as they become available.”


  Being a Sunday night there was probably only a fairly junior officer on duty in the press department of the War Office and he readily agreed to let us have our way.


  The Military Adviser and I had my secretary type out the one-line message and sent for Jack Brebner the Chief Press Officer at the MOI to read out this message to the press in the large assembly hall which was sited on the ground floor of the MOI between the censorship rooms and the press rooms (a very good arrangement for ensuring close and friendly relations between ourselves and the press).


  Jack Brebner rang the appropriate bell and press representatives quickly filled the hall. And from his rostrum Jack Brebner read out, “The War Office officially announces Tobruk has fallen” and the pressmen hurried off to their telephones to pass the eagerly awaited news to their offices just in time to catch the early editions.


  And then a few minutes later came another call from our censor at Reuters sounding just a little embarrassed. “I’ve now got the full text of that flash about the fall of Tobruk,” and he read out, “Neutral diplomatic sources in Cairo have received rumours still not confirmed that Tobruk has fallen” – or words to that effect – as dubious a message as could be invented! I was appalled as I ran over the possible courses of action which I should take. Draft another press message giving the full humiliating text? But that would be highly damaging to the War Office Press Department as well as our own Press Censorship, quite apart from my own reputation and so on and so on.


  Finally, I decided to do nothing and let the affair take care of itself. After all, Cairo, I decided, would not even have allowed the full and very weak message unless it was founded on facts known to them. And I also thought it reasonable to assume that Winston Churchill would probably never have telephoned Mr Attlee at all unless his own special sources of information in Washington had convinced him that the “fall of Tobruk” was a fact and must not provoke a reaction in the British or American press that would discourage the Americans from sending the additional military supplies that we required in North Africa.


  Anyway, there was no trouble and no one even saw fit to enquire just how it was that the War Office was able at 10pm that Sunday to ‘announce officially’ that Tobruk had fallen!


  Talking about the American press reminds me of the attempt made later in the war to impose ‘political’ censorship on the despatches of overseas correspondents working in the UK by stopping messages designed to cause disharmony between the UK and her Allies. It had only the briefest duration. Our censors could never be given clear instructions how to operate it and by ‘working to rule’ so infuriated some American correspondents of Republican papers wishing to criticise some incompetence of the Roosevelt Democratic Government that pressure was built up in Washington to a degree that forced us to abandon it.


  There was one American correspondent in London during the war who will never be forgotten by surviving press censors. This was Frederick (Freddie) Kuh, who represented the United Press of America and later the Chicago Sun. He was a relentless searcher for news that nobody else had discovered. Wearing a green beret and riding a bicycle he would go from one London Embassy or Legation of a neutral country to another and another and another swapping stories about news items relating to political and economic developments in their countries and also about their foreign relations. At the end of a long bicycling day he would summarise the most newsworthy of the items of information he had gathered and submit to our press cable censorship prior to transmission to America.


  In most cases his stories related to forthcoming trade agreements and suchlike material which had no military significance and certainly wasn’t covered by Defence Regulation 3(i) which made it an offence to communicate any information “which would or might be directly or indirectly useful to an enemy” in which case we could see no justification for stopping its despatch.


  Again and again, a few days later I or Admiral Thomson would have a visit from Mr Ridsdale, the Chief Foreign Office Adviser to the Press Censorship requesting that we should put a stop on any reports that (say) Yugoslavia was about to sign a Trade Agreement with (say) Sweden, to which our reply would invariably be, “Well, I’m afraid that’s not possible – we let Freddie Kuh have it one day last week since in our judgment it did not involve security or information of value to the enemy” – a reply which Mr Ridsdale was obliged grudgingly to accept, and so lose another ingredient for the next Foreign Office Press Conference.


  But as well as visiting my room to discuss a censorship problem Freddie Kuh would also drop in occasionally for a word with Pauline, the very pretty blonde secretary, whom I shared with the Chief Press Censor who occupied the next room.


  When Pauline first began to work in my room it became painfully clear that after a lot of hard secretarial activity she unquestionably suffered from BO, and to such a degree that I had to seek the help of our Treasury Establishment Officer responsible for our female secretarial staff. Next day Pauline arrived for work in a British Warm overcoat, religiously keeping it on and buttoned up whilst battering away at her typewriter! All went well until about midday when the British Warm was no longer capable of containing the cause of my complaint. But a second consultation with the Establishment Officer produced a more effective remedy from Boots the chemist – and it was from that day that Freddie Kuh’s flirtation really took off.


  The next development was a call from MI5 drawing our attention to the fact that Mr F Kuh, an American newspaper man whose constant visits to Foreign Embassies and Legations in London had aroused suspicion, was constantly seen by MI5 officers (pursuing their duties in London night clubs) in the company of a blonde girl who was probably in possession of secret and confidential information as secretary to the Chief Press Censor and his deputy. Result: Pauline was put back in the typing pool from which she had emerged to serve myself and Admiral Thomson. But a few weeks later Pauline emerged again from the typing pool down in the basement as private secretary to someone even higher in the MOI pecking order and so in receipt of even more secret and confidential information than the Chief Press Censor – Mr Francis Williams, Controller of the whole Press and Censorship Division of the Ministry! And there Pauline stayed until the end of the war when Mr Francis Williams accompanied of course by Pauline, went to 10 Downing Street as press adviser to Mr Attlee, Winston Churchill’s successor as Prime Minister – and so if Freddie Kuh remained faithful to Pauline he had even further improved the standard of his potential sources of information.


  As might have been expected, Parliament was very much concerned, at least during the first half of World War II, about its security in relation to German air raids. The view was that the dropping of bombs on the Palace of Westminster when Parliament was sitting and resulting in the death of many MPs, Peers and Ministers, including the Prime Minister himself, would be a major disaster for the UK and possibly of immense benefit to Germany. For that reason the Press Censorship was called upon to do everything possible not to make public where Parliament was sitting, when it was sitting and what were the immediate and long-distance arrangements for such sittings. It was also considered desirable that nothing that was said in Parliament or contained in its reports should contain any information of value to the enemy for the prosecution of the war – unless of course that had been done with the considered approval of the Prime Minister or other Ministers regarded as competent to decide what information could be made public without assisting the enemy or flagrantly breaking accepted censorship practice.


  Fortunately the House of Commons was in fact only bombed on two occasions in 1940 and 1941 (when the debating Chamber itself was destroyed in a night raid when the House was not sitting) and the House of Lords once suffered minor damage from an incendiary.


  To what extend this relative immunity was achieved by our censorship will probably never be known, but in retrospect our practice seems very reasonable.


  First, to avoid sitting after dark when air raids mostly took place, wartime sittings began at 11.30am and finished about 5pm. To avoid disclosure of this change of timetable replies to Parliamentary questions could not be published before 2.45pm and debates not until the following morning. If important replies or statements were made by the Prime Minister or other selected Cabinet Ministers that it was thought essential to publicise before 2.45pm it was still forbidden to publish that they had been made in Parliament. These rules were relaxed in due course.


  Particular care was taken never to make public that from time to time Parliament would sit in Church House instead of the Palace of Westminster and it is believed that the German Intelligence never learned about this very inconvenient alternative home.


  Proceedings at secret sessions which were held from time to time during the war were never made public until the conclusion of hostilities.


  But a far more dramatic leakage of news occurred a few days before the Allied landings in Normandy on D-Day in the summer of 1944.


  Exceptional precautions had been taken from the very beginning of that year to keep Germany guessing as to where and when and how the expected invasion would be launched. Mere suggestions even from neutral sources about the probable date and place of the Second Front were banned.


  British military commentators were banned from any speculations on the subject, especially one which suggested that the invasion might well take the form of William the Conqueror’s invasion of the UK in reverse, ie with the invaders landing in Normandy instead of embarking from that part of the French coast for Pevensey Bay and Hastings.


  Potential changes in the summer timetables of the railways had to be carefully scrutinised as did announcements about the postponement of important conferences. Foreign diplomats were forbidden to leave the country. Irish workmen were not allowed to go back to Ireland on holiday and telephone and telegraphic communications between Great Britain and Ireland were censored with special care.


  In May an artificial delay was imposed on all mail from the UK to foreign destinations.


  Even the Chief Press Censor had to be careful not to disclose whether he intended to sleep at the Ministry or go home for the night; for him to sleep at the Ministry suggested to newsmen that D-Day was really imminent.


  At this stage something quite unbelievable happened at the London office of Associated Press of America.


  There was tremendous rivalry between the main American Press agencies to be the first to transmit to the USA the news that the landings in Northern Europe had begun and Associated Press had taken very special steps to ensure that they should be the first.


  They evolved a standard message which they thought would meet all possible circumstances and gave their telex operators frequent and regular practices in putting out this message at maximum speed.


  It ran something like this: “Urgent from Associated NYK Flash. Eisenhowers Headquarters announce landings Anglo-American forces in Northern France.”


  A day or two before D-Day one of their telex operators was tapping out this message on a disconnected machine when a message handed her the latest Russian communiqué from the Eastern Front.


  So eager was she to get this communiqué over to New York that she put it on to the tape of her telex without troubling to tear off the ‘practice flash’ about the landings in France. In a flash the practice message was in New York and being passed at lightning speed to all A P offices throughout the States and in neutral countries overseas. It was of course quickly queried and cancelled but the damage had been done. New York and all American cities were in an uproar – and of course German Intelligence quickly picked up the message from the neutral countries which had received it.


  It is said that the Germans were not unduly disturbed by it. Their Intelligence Services apparently interpreted it as an attempt by the Allies to cover up the fact that D-Day had had to be postponed for some reason for several days and no attempt was made to recall officers of Coastal Defence Units from Paris or wherever else they had been allowed to go on leave. So perhaps the ghastly mistake had actually helped to increase the surprise of the Allied landings when they actually began shortly afterwards!


  But the A P teleprinter girl concerned was, not surprisingly, dismissed and got a short-term engagement to appear in a New York variety show to tell how she had thrilled America by her premature announcement of the D-Day landings!


  After VE Day it was possible to make drastic reductions in the staff of the Press Censorship which had risen to about 500 and I was able to return to work with Charles Watney as a Parliamentary Consultant.


  I was very flattered to receive the following letter from Rear Admiral George Thomson, the Chief Press Censor, with whom I had so closely co-operated as his Deputy for the last half of the war:


  My dear Powell,


  My departure from the Ministry of Information at the end of this month signalises the final demise of the Press Censorship and I do not wish to leave without sending you a line.


  You will by this time be tired of hearing from me how much I have appreciated and valued your magnificent services to the country, to the Press Censorship and to me, but I am so anxious lest your infernal modesty should prevent you from realising yourself the splendid work you have done.


  You – and Lyell on the Technical Press side – have been chiefly responsible for that very successful organisation known as the British Press Censorship, and I have, I believe, succeeded in making the censors, if not the entire press, realise this. Moreover, I cannot thank you enough for the way in which you helped me personally. Without your help I am convinced that neither the Press Censorship nor I could have functioned efficiently. You were the life and soul of us all.


  Once again my warmest thanks.


  Sincerely yours,

  George P Thomson (Rear Admiral) Chief Press Censor


  And from Sir Cyril Radcliffe:


  3rd January 1944


  Dear Powell,


  Thank you so much for your very friendly letter about the KBE. I always look back with the greatest pleasure upon those early and rather storm-tossed days in the Press Censorship and I shall continue to believe that we had better Censors there when the thing had shaken down than anywhere else in the world. I would like to say too how grateful I am to you for the unflagging energy and skill that you put into maintaining the work.


  With all best wishes for the New Year,


  Yours sincerely,

  Cyril Radcliffe


  5. JUSTIFICATION FOR THE PARLIAMENTARY CONSULTANT


  With World War II ended, my sole partner Charles Watney dead and my duties as one of the two Directors of the Press Censorship concluded late in 1945, I had to give my mind to the future of the partnership of Watney and Powell.


  It then had four principal lines of activity:


  The provision of a sophisticated secretarial and research service for some three dozen Conservative MPs


  The provision of administrative Secretarial services for certain All-Party Parliamentary Groups, including:

  The Parliamentary and Scientific Committee

  The British Group of the Inter-Parliamentary Union and its sub-groups

  The All Party Animal Welfare Group

  The All Party Group for the Chemical Industry

  The House of Lords Roads Group

  The Franco-British Parliamentary Relations Committee


  Acting as London Correspondents for several overseas newspapers in East Africa, China, Malaya and Palestine


  Other miscellaneous responsibilities such as the London Office of the Incorporated Society of Rubber Planters (Malaya) and the Anglo-Brazilian Society with its annual ball at the Dorchester and its cultural activities such as exhibitions of Brazilian Architecture and Books, the showing of Brazilian films and on one occasion even the ill-starred presentation to a learned institute of the bones of Colonel Fawcett (the famous explorer who got lost in the Brazilian jungle) – ‘unhappy’ because at the presentation a spare set of the Colonel’s dentures (which had been left with Barclays Bank in Rio de Janeiro) did not fit the jawbone, thus rather convincing evidence that the bones as a whole were not those of Col Fawcett, therefore, to have been dishonestly ‘planted’ on the over-credulous proprietor of a Brazilian newspaper chain!


  I decided:


  Firstly, that I would prefer to do without the complication of a partner and conduct the business entirely alone with a competent staff.


  Secondly, that I would reduce and perhaps finally eliminate the secretarial services for Conservative MPs but possibly continue with research work for those requiring assistance in collecting material for the drafting of speeches, Motions, Bills and Questions etc. The secretarial service was already becoming less required as the pay of MPs was increased and began to include a secretarial allowance. Additionally, more accommodation was being provided in and around the Palace of Westminster for MPs and their secretaries.


  Thirdly, to drop the poorly paid services for overseas newspapers which had to face increasing competition from comprehensive agencies such as Reuters, whilst retaining Parliamentary services for certain UK technical journals.


  Finally, to concentrate the business of Watney and Powell on the provision of Parliamentary Consultancy and Information Services for Trade Associations, Professional Institutions and Industrial Groups and Corporations and servicing All Party Groups in Parliament which had some affinity with the former. In the jargon of the media this inevitably resulted in being labelled as a ‘Lobbyist’ and although that is not a label which I particularly like, because of the analogy with the high-powered operations of lobbyists, ‘Washington Lawyers’ and pressure groups in the USA or what the French refer to as ‘Marchands d’Influence’, I was prepared to justify such work as playing an important and beneficial part in maintaining and improving the efficiency of our Parliamentary system – provided of course that a proper code of conduct be observed.


  I made some points about this when I addressed the Institute of Public Relations on 27th September 1955, on the subject of “Public Relations and Parliament”:


  “A well-informed Parliament is essential to the proper working of a Parliamentary democracy. Without adequate information at its disposal there obviously cannot be a satisfactory degree of efficient Parliamentary control over the Executive, nor can Parliament properly operate as an effective sounding board of public opinion, nor can it effectively initiate or supervise legislation. It follows, therefore, that anyone who is concerned with the public relations aspect of any particular branch of national activity may have a real duty to perform in ensuring that in any Parliamentary debate or operation relating to that activity all information that can be effectively used by those participating is made available to them. If any case of reasonable importance fails to get a fair hearing in Parliament the odds are either that it is a bad case in itself or that it has been fully thrashed out already or that it has been presented in an incompetent way.”


  In his Study of the Lobby in Great Britain (1958), Professor S E Finer (Professor of Political Institutions, University College of North Staffordshire) followed up and supported these points in his book Anonymous Empire, published in 1958 by the Pall Mall Press. Here are a few quotations from this book:


  “It is only when the Government Department concerned cannot or will not meet the Lobby’s requirements that the question of ‘pressure’ arises. And the appropriate place to engender it is the body which controls the Minister and his Department – Parliament. Parliament is the sovereign body of the United Kingdom.


  “Briefing becomes of truly critical importance at the committee stage of a Bill, when it is a question of seeking amendments. An amendment is a matter of detail; is often intricate and must be phrased in legal terminology. It is no matter for amateurs. The efficacy of a lobby turns very much on its ability to produce good briefs at committee stage. The amendments must legally express what they set out to do; the reasons for them must be stated cogently, and simply enough for the friendly member to grasp them. The advantages of having a profusion of private associations to check and balance and advise and warn the public authorities are very obvious. This is an era of mass publics and intricate technologies. If parliamentary government has been able to adapt itself satisfactorily to these conditions, this is due solely to its symbiosis with the Lobby. For better or for worse, such self-government as we now enjoy today is one that operates by and through the Lobby.


  “In fact, lobbying embodies two basic democratic procedures – the right to participate in policy-making and the right to demand redress of grievances. They are best appreciated by considering British government without them. Suppose parties and civil servants simply refused to have any contact with the Lobby? Suppose the (governing) party simply claimed that it was ‘the will of the people’ with a mandate for doing all it had proposed. Its rule would be a rigid and ignorant tyranny. And if civil servants likewise claimed to be merely the servants of the government in power, with no mandate to co-operate with the Lobby, its rule would also be a rigid and stupid bureaucracy. In the age of bigness and technology, the Lobby tempers the system: it does so by promoting this continuous interchange between governors and governed.”


  In his introductory Acknowledgements Professor Finer writes:


  “Prof Wilfred Henderson of Liverpool University and Lieut-Commander Christopher Powell both saw this work in ms and offered most useful comments and criticism….They have saved me many blunders and have unquestionably made the book better than it must otherwise have been.”


  A further quotation I might usefully add here is from Mr J D Stewart’s book British Pressure Groups Oxford University Press 1958. What he writes about ‘Pressure Groups’ applies equally to the professional Lobbyist concerned with the liaison of such groups with MPs and Peers:


  “Pressure groups are necessary to the government of our complex society. The coherent expression of opinion they render possible is vital. They have become a fifth estate, the means by which many individuals contribute to politics. Without them discontent would grow and knowledge be lost. It is important that the system of government be such that their role can be carried out with responsibility.”


  After nearly 60 years experience in connection with the business of Parliament as Adviser, Consultant, Research Assistant, Lobbyist and Secretary of several all-Party Parliamentary Groups and Committees here are some of the principles I have tried to follow and on which I have based my self-imposed code of conduct.


  – Always to make it clear in memoranda, briefs and letters sent to MPs, Peers and civil servants on whose behalf they are written.


  – Having invited an MP or Peer to co-operate in any Parliamentary operation, campaign or legislative activity, to try and ensure that at the end of the day he is grateful for having been given the opportunity to do so.


  – Avoid involvement in any clash of interest between your clients (except on marginal points of difference which can be explained to their mutual satisfaction).


  – Never to charge unduly high rates and have strict regard to time involved, complexity of the subject and comparable charges by other analogous professions.


  –To have scrupulous regard to the rules and regulations of the Palace of Westminster, especially with regard to access to parts not freely open to Strangers.


  – To become as knowledgeable as possible about Parliamentary practice so as to be able to give useful advice both to clients and Parliamentarians as to the procedures available to them in the various fields of Parliamentary activity, such as Bills, Questions, Motions and conduct of business.


  The Parliamentary House Magazine of 4th July 1988, contained six articles on the subject of Lobbying which call for some comment.


  David Tench of the Consumers Association writes that for the past 20 years that Association “has extended its campaign activities into direct lobbying of Parliament,” and “have chalked up several notable success”, e.g. the Unfair Contract Terms Act 1977 and the Consumer Arbitration Agreements Act 1988….”We base all our Parliamentary submissions on the same standards as we rigorously apply to what we publish in our magazines… fact-based research… This is where we think we deserve to score over our competitors in the lobby.”


  But consumers are not always entitled to have the last word and some consumers can be very greedy and very selfish too!


  The Industry and Parliament Trust, which contributes the second article, does not seem to achieve its objectives by lobbying in the conventional way. It exists to enable Parliamentarians to widen and increase their knowledge of industry and improve the understanding of managers and personnel in industry about Parliament and its problems in dealing with industry.


  This is achieved “through the contact that stems from the Trust Fellowship courses – when Parliamentarians spent twenty-five days in a year studying a member company – and the various seminars for industrialists which take place in the House of Commons.


  These cover such things as the path of legislation in both Houses, the work of the Select Committees, the lives of MPs and Peers, ministerial life, the Whips, the press and so on.”


  But the article does not decry lobbying as such. It points out that if the Trust does its job properly “its supporting companies (there are fifty-one of all sizes) should learn enough about Parliament through its activities to make the lobbying they do, either themselves or through consultants and trade associations, considerably more easy and effective.”


  Evie Soames (Charles Barker Watney and Powell), with whom I have collaborated closely during recent years in the field of Parliamentary Consultancy writes that “the politics of pressure are here to stay…..Commercial lobbying has arrived and will not stand still. There are many new entrants into the field….Criticism is inevitable and, as in any profession, there will be occasions when it will be justified. But most lobbyists can feel optimistic about the future. The debate on their role and place in the democratic system will be a continuing and welcome manifestation of their legitimate existence.”


  Mr Holbeche of the National Farmers’ Union writes, “Lobbying is fundamental to organisations like the NFU because the prime product of the industry it represents (food) is of strategic importance to the nation.”


  Austen Mitchell MP writes “Lobbying is wasted on the Commons….The Executive controls the legislature not vice-versa….Parliament is a rubber stamp in its hands.” He suggests that organisations and industries spending money on wining and dining MPs are largely wasting it but in the end he admits that “information hoarders with a love of food and drink (like myself)” find it can be reasonably rewarding and interesting and all he wants is the registration of lobbyists and more information about their clientele as well as about that of MPs who claim to operate as ‘consultants’.
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 The Commander suggests tactics for a new campaign to joint managing directors of Charles Barker Watney & Powell, Evie Soames and Arthur Butler, 1980


  6. ENTERTAINMENT INDUSTRY IN PARLIAMENT


  In the 1930s, the Government introduced a Children and Young Persons Bill containing a clause which raised by several years the minimum age of 13 at which children were permitted to participate in theatrical entertainments open to the public. This clause was strongly objected to by leading schools of dramatic art, ballet schools and organisations representing theatre managers which Charles Watney and I advised on legislation and other matters concerning them in the Parliamentary sphere. Several MPs agreed to call an All-Party meeting to discuss the controversial clause before the Children and Young Persons Bill came before Parliament.


  We had an all-star cast of theatre managers, actors, actresses, music hall and circus artistes – even a group of teenage adagio dancers. The meeting was packed and obviously impressed by the evidence of our distinguished theatrical cast to the effect that their early appearance on the stage was largely responsible for their present eminence and that their scholastic education had been adequately safeguarded. There was only one awkward moment just before the meeting closed. Some MPs at the back of the Committee Room urged that the young adagio dancers should give a demonstration of their technical ability on one of the long Committee Room tables. The Chairman ruled that might involve a contempt of Parliament as well as being undignified. It did not take place – but in due course the Government decided to withdraw the offending clause and consequentially my daughter, Camilla, when aged 13, was able – with some other pupils of the Arts Education School – to take one of the children’s parts in Tchaikovsky’s Nutcracker Ballet, choreographed by David Lichine, at the Festival Theatre during the Christmas season of 1957.


  This anecdote about legislation laying down the minimum age at which children can be allowed to participate in public theatrical performances reminds me of other activities in the Parliamentary sphere where I have advised and assisted the entertainment industry (ie the theatres, cinemas, circuses and so forth).


  The Entertainments Tax had been a matter of concern to the entertainment industry throughout the sixty years (approx) of my association with Parliament.


  The history of this tax is set out in A P Herbert’s (later Sir Alan Herbert MP) book No Fine on Fun, in the copy of which he sent to me he wrote, “To Christopher Powell with salutes and many thanks from A P Herbert, February, 1957”, and on the Acknowledgements page “I thank too Mr Roger Morgan of the House of Commons Library, Commander Christopher Powell RN, Secretary to the Theatres Entertainment Tax Committee, the President (Mr B E Linnit) of the Society of West End Theatre Managers, etc, etc for information and assistance…


  The Entertainment Tax was introduced in the budget of 1916 by Chancellor of the Exchequer, Mr Reginald McKenna MP, who assured theatrical managers, “This is a temporary tax. It will be abolished as soon as the war is won.” The war (World War One) ended in 1919, but the Entertainments Duty remained until the budget of 1957 – and a few years later was replaced (but in a different form) by VAT – another Parliamentary campaign perhaps for the entertainments industry in the years to come?


  The campaign against Entertainments Duty was already one of Charles Watney’s interests when I joined him in partnership in 1929. Sir Walter de Frece MP (a theatrical impresario) had arranged for him to advise and help the Society of West End Theatre Managers and the Theatrical Managers Association (representing provincial theatres). At that time we were using fairly conventional methods, such as pre-budget deputations to the Chancellor of the Exchequer, occasional questions in Parliament and an annual meeting with MPs, featuring a number of well-known actors and actresses which usually ensured a ‘full house’ followed by the tabling of suitable amendments to the Finance Bill of that year.


  I still remember managerial deputations to the Chancellor of the Exchequer in his ornate office overlooking St James’s Park – one in particular led by Sir Oswald Stoll, who very slowly read out his script which he secured on a small portable lectern which he planted on the table in front of the Chancellor, Mr Neville Chamberlain.


  But in the 1950s, we encouraged the entertainment industry to initiate a new more comprehensive and effective policy. This involved setting up the Theatres Entertainment Tax Committee, of which Sir Alan Herbert writes as follows in his book No Fine on Fun,


  “The theatre now had an excellent organisation. In November 1954, my old Parliamentary colleague, Mr Dingle Foot QC, a man of ability, charm and judgement, became the Chairman of the new Theatres Entertainment Tax Committee (set up by the Theatres’ National Committee). Members were the Association of Circus Proprietors of Great Britain, Association of Health and Pleasure Resorts, Association of Touring and Producing Managers, British Actors’ Equity Association, British Drama League, Concert Artistes’ Association, Musicians’ Union, National Association of Theatrical and Kine Employees, Scottish Theatrical Proprietors and Managers’ Association, Society of West End Theatre Managers, Theatrical Managers’ Association and the Variety Artistes’ Federation.”


  The deputy chairman is Mr Joseph Dean and the Secretary, Lt Commander C C Powell RN, known for years as a skilled parliamentary agent.


  Through their persuasive activities and documents 358 members of the House of Commons – more than half – had put their names, not merely to a ‘memorial’, but to a Motion on the Order Paper asking for ‘abolition or reduction’. No Minister or junior Minister – not even a PPS – however friendly in feeling, can put his name to such a Motion, and the Ministerial army numbers about 80, so the figure, 358, is extraordinary – and should have been effective, if ‘the sovereign Parliament’ means anything.


  Shortly after being set up the Entertainment Tax Committee was able to persuade 358 MPs of all parties to table the following Motion:


  “The Living Theatre: That this House, realising the importance to the prestige , culture and well-being of the nation preserving the living theatre, and noting with concern the continual closing of theatres and music-halls in all parts of the country resulting mainly from losses caused by box office receipts less Entertainments Duty falling below minimum running costs, urges HM Government to investigate the situation without delay, and, in particular, to consider to what extent further closings can be avoided by extending the present limited range of exemptions from Entertainments Duty to include all forms of entertainment in which the performers are personally present and performing.”


  The effectiveness of this and other publicity campaigns became pretty clear in the debate on the Committee Stage of the Finance Bill following the first budget of Mr Harold Macmillan (later Lord Stockton) in 1956.


  A P Herbert summarises this debate in No Fine on Fun as follows:


  “Of all the uncountable debates about the Duty this, though it ended in the usual negative, may prove to have been one of the most effective.” (It did so prove!)


  “The case rolled in upon the Treasury Bench with the accumulated force of years, not the seventh but the seventieth wave. Certainly the fight the Members put up was heartening to those behind the lines, to Dingle Foot, Christopher Powell, ‘Bill’ Linnit and others, who for so many months – the best part of a year – had been patiently at work outside. All the ammunition was ready to the willing hand….”


  “Dr Stross read an important letter from Commander Powell, Secretary of the Theatres Entertainment Tax Committee ‘Mr Linnit has asked me to let you know that at today’s meeting of the Theatrical Managers’ Association an assurance was given by those responsible for running the great majority of the larger theatres in the provinces that if the tax were abolished they would be quite prepared to adjust their sharing terms so as to ensure that the non-profit-distributing touring repertory companies would not in any way be the worse off. This may help to allay any anxiety which may be expressed in the debate on their behalf.’”


  Then, after a lengthy debate in which many Members from both sides of the House forcefully put the case for abolition of the entertainment duty on the living theatre, the Chancellor of the Exchequer wound up with the following pledge which was redeemed in the next budget of 1957:


  “Therefore I give this pledge and I state it quite deliberately. I hope that this will be the last occasion on which it will be necessary for me or for Treasury Ministers to defend the tax upon the living theatre, or, indeed, the Entertainments Duty in its present form.”


  After some forty years the battle had been won – which supports my contention that if you have a really good case to put before Parliament and ruthlessly persist with it year after year you have a good chance of ultimate success.


  The same applies – though perhaps to a lesser degree – with the case for permitting the opening of theatres on Sundays. The Home Secretary himself (Rt Hon Herbert Morrison) had tried in vain to persuade Parliament to agree to this during World War II. He did not get the support he expected from the theatrical organisations and I myself, as a retired Naval Officer on the Emergency List, had been lent by the Admiralty to the Ministry of Information where I served as one of the two Directors of Press Censorship and deputy to Admiral George Thomson the Chief Press Censor. Although temporary civil servants during the war were allowed considerable latitude as regards involvement with their peace-time activities I was advised not to get involved as a Parliamentary consultant in any controversial issues such as this.


  However, in the post-war period Private Members Bills were frequently brought forward to remove or reduce the restrictions of existing legislation on Sunday entertainment. In this John Parker MP, a declared atheist, an officer of the National Secular Society and Labour MP for Dagenham, was particularly active, introducing year after year without success a Bill to remove the restrictions on all forms of Sunday entertainment. This Bill, however, seldom got further than its Report Stage in the Commons, where the chief ground of objection was that Sunday football crowds would be an unacceptable disturbance of the peaceful atmosphere of the English Sunday.


  After a succession of such failures I persuaded Emile Littler, a leading theatre manager, that if we were ever to legitimise the Sunday opening of theatres it would be better to produce a Bill that would be confined solely to that issue. He agreed – but subject to the condition that priority should be given to the unreasonable conditions currently imposed on the Sunday opening of cinematograph theatres. These included a provision that Sunday cinemas could only operate on a non-profit-making basis. Such a Bill was drafted, introduced via the House of Lords as a Private Members Bill and was enacted without undue delay or difficulty. The chances for success with a second Bill giving similar concessions to the living theatre were now regarded as greatly improved. The Sunday Theatres Bill was duly introduced via the House of Lords by Baroness Lee of Asheridge (widow of Aneurin Bevan). As one of our main objects in starting the Bill in the Lords was to ascertain what views would be expressed by the Bishops, Lady Lee robed herself in a suitably ecclesiastic black dress with very full white lawn sleeves, close-banded at the wrists. Criticism from the Bishops’ bench alongside the Woolsack was remarkably restrained and the Bill passed through its remaining stages in the Upper House with unexpected speed and little amendment.


  For tactical reasons it was decided not to have it presented in the Commons until the Thursday preceding the first Friday reserved for Private Members Bills, when there would be an opportunity to put it down for Second Reading. This operation was carried out by Hugh Jenkins, a Labour MP and also an official of Actors Equity and the Theatres Advisory Council. The House was very empty – not unusual on a Friday and debate on Bills ahead of the Sunday Theatres Bill on the Order Paper occupied all the time available until the time came for the Speaker to ‘call over’ the remaining Bills on the Order Paper but not reached in the limited time available for debate on a Friday.


  It is open to any MP present when the title of any of these remaining Bills is called to shout “Object”, in which event the Bill is effectively blocked. If, however, nobody shouts “Object” the Speaker asks “What day?” The MP sponsoring the Bill will usually name a subsequent Friday on which he thinks it may have a chance of making progress. Often an MP from the Government Whips Office will shout “Object” in the case of a Bill to which the Government takes particular objection or merely because the Government Whips want to reduce what it considers to be an excessive number of Private Members Bills cluttering up the Order Paper.


  However, in this case, Hugh Jenkins had been specially briefed to use a special but permissible technique and when the Sunday Theatres Bill was called over and the Speaker asked “What day?”, he responded, “Now, Sir” and the Speaker, after murmuring, “That is rather unusual” – realised that it was permissible and so ordered the Bill to be referred to a Standing Committee – which meant that the Bill had been given an unopposed Second Reading and sent on its way to the next Parliamentary stage in its progress towards the Statute Book!


  The following day on the front page of The Times there was a report of the comments about this development by Mr Legerton, the Secretary of the Lords Day Observance Society. “This,” he declared, “is one of the blackest days in the history of the English Sunday. We had plenty of MPs who were prepared to obstruct the passage of this Bill – but they were taken by surprise and were unfortunately absent from the House of Commons when the Bill was called over.”


  This presumably was mainly due to the fact that, as the Bill had only been brought from the Lords to the Commons on the Thursday, its first appearance on the Commons Order Paper was not until the morning of that fateful Friday – by which time most MPs have left London for their weekends in the country.


  But further delicate and well-timed Parliamentary operations were still necessary before the Bill could finally attain the list of Bills Awaiting Royal Assent and thereafter enshrinement in the Statute Book.


  Several weeks after getting its unopposed Second Reading there were still several Bills ahead of it on the future business list of the single Standing Committee available in the Commons for processing Private Members Bills and thus a real danger that the Sunday Theatres Bill might not get through its Committee Stage before the last Friday in that Session available for the remaining stages of Private Members Bills.


  Another ‘special’ but ‘permissible’ piece of ‘gamesmanship’ had to be used. With their customary helpfulness and skill Clerks in the Public Bill Office drafted a special Motion to be tabled by Hugh Jenkins to the effect that the Sunday Theatres Bill should be withdrawn from the Standing Committee and set down for Committee Stage on the Floor of the House of Commons itself.


  As with the Second Reading Stage this had to be carefully timed and in due course Hugh Jenkins handed in the previous Motion on the Thursday before one of the last Fridays available for the further stages of Private Members Bills. At the end of that Friday’s business the Motion was duly called. The House was almost empty again. No objections were raised. No amendments had been tabled and so none were called; the Report Stage was passed and Third Reading agreed unopposed. Shortly afterwards the Bill was given Royal Assent and since then a living theatre in the UK can lawfully be opened to the public on a Sunday.


  Regrettably, so far it has only been on rare occasions that West End theatres in London have been able to take advantage of the facility because Equity and other trades unions connected with the theatre have been able to make it uneconomic to do so – but I understand that in many seaside resorts the Sunday opening of live theatres has proved predictably acceptable to the authorities and much appreciated by holiday makers whether from the UK or from overseas.


  Whilst on the subject of my assistance and advice to the entertainment industry in the Parliamentary sphere I must briefly refer to the peculiar little storm which blew up towards the end of 1949 in connection with a Censorship of Plays Bill. For some time avant-garde playwrights (Kenneth Tynan, Benn Levy et al) had been campaigning to get rid of the censorship of plays by the Lord Chamberlain. Theatre managers, although they sometimes thought his censorship a bit fussy and a bit of a nuisance, on balance objected to its total abolition since it gave valuable protection against unwelcome intervention by the Police and Watch Committees when they sent their theatrical productions out on tour. From time to time police in certain sensitive provincial cities would raid theatres where certain plays and performances were found objectionable to local Watch Committees and theatres would be arbitrarily closed and the whole casts arrested. If, however, a production could be certified having been approved by the Lord Chamberlain, it was free of such trouble and so the theatre managers would invariably seek my advice as to what could be done to put an effective case to MPs for rejecting Private Members Bills seeking to do away with the censorship of plays by the Lord Chamberlain.


  Such a Private Members Bill was introduced by Benn Levy (a playwright Labour MP) in the 1949/1950 Session with the support of E P Smith (a playwright Conservative MP). It got a good place in the Ballot for such Bills, got a Second Reading and was referred to a Standing Committee. This did not unduly disturb the theatre managers because on previous occasions it had always proved possible to dispose of such measures during the Committee or subsequent stages. On this occasion, however, several of the MPs who shared the views of the theatre managers were reluctant to waste the whole of a Wednesday morning going over the arguments yet again in Committee and suggested it ought to be possible to deal with the matter by not putting in an appearance at all and so leave the Committee without a Quorum, and thus oblige the Chairman to adjourn the proceedings to a subsequent Wednesday (a tactic which, if repeated, results in the slaughter of the Bill for the Session).


  I was accordingly asked by some of these MPs to attend the Committee proceedings if possible and make this known to any of their colleagues who might take a similar view.


  I duly took my place in one of the Committee Room seats available to the public. After a few minutes Benn Levy and E P Smith were, as I remember, the only MPs to arrive and so I decided to wait in the corridor outside and advise any potential Conservative opponents of the Bill, arriving late, what their colleagues had decided to do about the Quorum. There I was interested to see Mr Chuter Ede (ex Labour Home Secretary) already advising his Labour colleagues to adopt the no-Quorum policy and keep out.


  In due course I saw Professor Savory (a University MP and a personal friend) approach and asking me what was my interest in this Censorship of Plays Bill. I told him about the decision of several of his Conservative colleagues to adopt a no-Quorum policy, but he replied, “Oh, but when I am appointed to a Standing Committee I regard it as my duty to take part”, and without further conversation in he went.


  But the Committee didn’t get its Quorum. Next day I was annoyed (and somewhat alarmed) to learn that Benn Levy had raised with the Speaker in a question whether a breach of privilege had not been committed by reason of the fact that I had looked into the Committee Room on more than one occasion with the obvious intention of ascertaining whether they had a Quorum and had also spoken to Professor Savory about the Quorum issue.


  Well, the issue developed into quite a popular Parliamentary titbit and continued to be the basis for Questions in the House for several days until interest diminished when some MP suggested to the Home Secretary that he was not giving facilities for a debate on the matter because both he and I were Freemasons. Herbert Morrison declared he was NOT a Freemason (and nor, incidentally, was I) and then the Christmas Recess came along and the matter was dropped.


  But I had been embarrassed by the suggestions which were made during the active period of Parliamentary interest in the incident that it gave me an unfair advantage as a Parliamentary Consultant to have the use of an office in the Palace of Westminster as Secretary of the British Group of the Inter-Parliamentary Union (an arrangement which in fact was highly inconvenient to me – and costly because I had to keep one of my secretaries there to deal with IPU business and IPU telephone calls but which I could not conscientiously use for other business). Moreover, it was not really essential for the British Group of the IPU to have an office in the Palace of Westminster. The Executive’s main reason to get it was to keep up their position vis-à-vis the Commonwealth Parliamentary Association which has such a ‘facility’.


  So I tendered my resignation as Secretary of the British Group of the Inter-Parliamentary Union and concentrated my attention on a group with more specialised interest in foreign affairs, the Franco-British Parliamentary Relations Committee.


  But I much enjoyed my connection with the IPU and the meetings and conferences in foreign capitals which the work involved. I had a charming post-resignation letter from the Secretary-General of the IPU from Geneva:


  My dear Powell,


  I had learnt from the “Times” of your resignation, which has been accepted by the British Group. This is a real blow to me and my collaborators. You had done such exceptionally good work in connection with the British Group and had made yourself so thoroughly acquainted with Inter-Parliamentary matters that, thanks to you, the Group, which before the war had been an extremely weak one, now holds first rank within the Union and is an example to all the others. I have always considered that the essential thing for a Group was to have a good Secretary, and you have been the best illustration of this fact. In addition to this, I have always appreciated your friendship and loyalty and the useful advice you often gave me on specific points, thus greatly assisting me on several occasions.


  I am therefore losing a collaborator, an advisor, and a friend. I hope that this unfortunate incident will not have affected your prospects in any way, and I send you my best wishes for your future career in my own name and in that of my collaborators.


  Yours very sincerely,

  Leopold Boissier, Secretary General


  Music Users Council


  Another organisation forming part of the entertainment industry which I assisted and advised over a long period was the Music Users’ Council which was formed in the early 1930s following the reference to a Parliamentary Select Committee of a Private Member’s Bill proposing to give the Performing Right Society power to impose an arbitrary charge on sheet music for the benefit of composers. Amongst the proposals of the Select Committee was the establishment of a Performing Rights Tribunal to ensure that users of music in public should be able to appeal against what they considered to be excessive charges for such use for the benefit of composers!


  One of the main objects of the Music Users’ Council was to get this Tribunal duly established as well as taking other steps to protect users of copyright music in public against excessive charges for such use. Its first secretary was the Chief Executive of Bertram Mills Circus and I was its Parliamentary Consultant. Later I took on both jobs and helped to ensure that provision for a Performing Rights Tribunal was duly incorporated in the Government’s Copyright Act of 1956.


  The Music Users’ Council collected a formidable membership from the hotel and catering industry, the theatres, the cinemas, the licensed trade, the ballrooms, the local authority organisations and many other interests using copyright music in public. Unfortunately, its revenue was vastly less than that of the Performing Right Society and other organisations representing composers and allied interests, such as the gramophone industry. For this reason, the Performing Rights Tribunal was not an ideal piece of machinery for obtaining a fair deal for the music user.


  If a new and higher tariff for the use of copyright music in pubs or theatres, or hotels or piers or ballrooms or circuses or shops or aircraft etc could not be agreed in negotiation and became an issue for the Performing Rights Tribunal, the Performing Right Society (PRS) was always able to brief the best and most expensive Counsel and cheerfully face up to a hearing lasting several days or weeks, whereas the Music Users’ Council could not unless able to obtain generous ad hoc financial help from the relevant part of the music-using industry – which meant, of course, a part in which substantial expenditure on copyright music in public was an item of really vital importance. This meant that much effort and ingenuity had to be expended by myself and the Music Users’ Council on achieving what the music user was prepared to accept as a reasonable Tariff without getting involved with the Tribunal and its tedious and expensive legalistic procedure.


  I recall one hearing when I had agreed to give evidence for the local authorities concerned about a stiff increase in the tariff for music provided at seaside resorts. The QC leading for the PRS, having first, without success, tried to establish that I and the Music Users’ Council were only appearing before the Tribunal for the purpose of maintaining or augmenting our own income or revenue, turned to the point that the seaside resorts would only have to pay more to the PRS if they decided to use more music and asked, “I suppose you would agree, Commander Powell, that the more music is played, the more pleasure it gives?” Commander Powell: “Not if you live in a small flat with a teenage daughter with an adequate supply of radio and gramophone equipment!”


  The Tribunal reacted well and we achieved our main object which was to have inserted in this new tariff the same concession we had obtained for the hotel industry, namely that the rate of the tariff would get the benefit of a higher discount as the total expenditure on music increased.


  I recall also the argument that took place between the Bertram Mills Circus and the PRS about the tariff for music used in circus performances. Bertram Mills declared that if the Tariff were raised as proposed they would abandon copyright music altogether and use only music that had passed out of copyright. “But Mr Mills,” said the PRS man, “I can’t believe you would really be prepared to spend the time and money involved in teaching all your horses to dance to different tunes?” unbelievably unaware apparently that the orchestra follows meticulously the movements of the dancing horses not vice versa.


  Copyright Amendment Acts


  One of the last operations I was concerned with before giving up Parliamentary Consultancy work after close on sixty years was to assist in the successful passage and enactment of two Bills to virtually stop, or at least very materially curtail, the illegitimate and growing practice of video piracy in the UK.


  Both of these I launched as Private Member’s Bills on behalf of the Film Industry Defence Organisation.


  The first was introduced and passed through all stages in the House of Commons by Michael Shersby MP. It was taken over by the solicitor Peer, Lord Fletcher, in the House of Lords and received Royal Assent in July, 1982, entitled the Copyright Act 1956 (Amendment) Act 1982. Its main purpose was to fill a gap in the 1956 Copyright Act by adding a new subsection (4A) to Section 21 of the Copyright Act 1956 in the following terms:


  “(4A) Any person who, at a time when copyright subsists in a sound recording or in a cinematograph film, by way of trade has in his possession any article which he knows to be an infringing copy of the sound recording or cinematograph film, as the case may be, shall be guilty of an offence under this subsection.”


  This clearly defined the offence of video piracy and paved the way for a second Bill in which the Film Industry Defence Organisation sought to impose really effective penalties for this offence and make it easier for the police to prosecute offenders and get convictions. It was thought prudent to proceed in this way because a Private Member’s Bill is a rather frail vessel and a little extra time was thought necessary to obtain the requisite degree of Parliamentary support for the more drastic proposals of this second measure.


  This second Bill was introduced by Sir John Eden Bt MP, five months later on 14th December 1982. Sir John had got tenth place in the Ballot for Private Members’ Bill facilities in the new Session and therefore was reasonably well-placed to succeed with a Bill that was not unduly contentious and for which it was reasonable to expect Government approval – at least in principle.


  Here are a few extracts from the explanatory Memorandum about this second Bill which we circulated to all MPs:


  “The Bill was prepared after consultation with the Department of Trade by the All Industry Copyright Committee comprising the Society of Film Distributors, the British Film and Television Producers Association, the Cinematograph Exhibitors Association, the Association of Independent Cinemas, the Motion Picture Export Association of America, the British Videogram Association, and the Federation against Copyright Theft. It has also the support of British Television interests.


  The law relating to copyright (mainly governed by the Copyright Act 1956) is accepted as being urgently in need of reform, as evidenced by the Whitford Committee Report in 1977 and the Government’s Green Paper in 1982, but new comprehensive Government legislation, although forecast, is not imminent. This Bill therefore tackles one topic of particular urgency by providing for changes in the law relating to the unauthorised copying of sound recordings, cinematograph films, video cassettes and videodiscs.


  The Whitford Committee found that there was strong evidence that, unless substantial new penalties were introduced, there could be no effective deterrent to the increasing profitability of ‘pirating’.


  Since then, the position has become very much worse.


  The Bill provides for an increase in penalties for offences under Section 21 of the Copyright Act 1956 in relation to films, video cassettes and discs, and sound recordings. For the offences of selling or letting such articles for hire, or by way of trade exhibiting or possessing them the maximum fines to be imposed by magistrates would be increased to £1,000 for each offence with the present option of a two months prison sentence being retained.


  The graver offences of making such articles for sale or hire, importing them for other than private purposes, or distributing them commercially or in such a way as to prejudice the copyright owner, would be triable either summarily or (if the magistrates consider a higher penalty appropriate or the defendant so elects) on indictment in the Crown Court, where unlimited fines or sentences of up to two years imprisonment could be imposed for each offence.


  The Bill provides additionally for new powers of search of premises and persons and of seizure of articles, where copyright offences related to recordings or films are suspected of being committed, and thereby confers on the police a power of enforcement which has hitherto been absent.


  There were approaching two million video cassette recorders in private hands in the UK at the time: they had the capacity not only to copy TV transmissions but also to re-play pre-recorded tapes. London was considered to be the principal centre for illicit copying in the entire world.


  Losses through piracy were costing legitimate distributors in lost revenue some £120m per year, more than their takings in the legitimate market. The need for stiffer penalties for ‘commercial piracy’ under S. 21 of the Copyright Act 1956 was obvious – both as a deterrent to piracy and as an encouragement to the police to take action in serious cases.


  There was considerable all-party support for effective action against video piracy. The following Motion was signed by 142 MPs from all parties:


  “That this House calls on Her Majesty’s Government to stamp out as a matter of urgency the great and growing market in pirate video cassettes; draws attention to the fact that some 65 per cent of video cassettes sold in the UK are now seen by this means, and that this is now a serious area of illegal activity which is having a gravely damaging effect on both the production and exhibition sides of the British film industry.”


  The Bill was before the House of Commons for Second Reading on 21st January, 1983. Supporting speeches to that of Sir John Eden were made by Sir Paul Bryan (Con), Mr John Fraser (Lab), Mr Tim Brinton (Con), Mr Michael Shersby (Con), Mr Neil Thorne (Lab) and the Under-Secretary of State for Trade (Mr Ian Sproat). The Second Reading was agreed to without a division. The Committee and Report Stages in the Commons equally passed off without trouble.


  In the House of Lords the passage of the Bill without amendment was secured in masterly fashion by Lord Colville of Culross and the Bill received Royal Assent in May 1983.


  The following telegram was received from Mr Jack Valenti, President of the Motion Picture Association of America which, like the British film industry, equally stood to benefit from suppression of video piracy of their products in the UK:


  To: Commander Powell,


  I cannot adequately convey to you my immense gratitude and my delight for what I count to be a brilliant political achievement in concluding a crucial change in British copyright laws. This is a landmark victory for undiluted industry co-operation in protecting copyrighted property.


  With warm admiration,

  Jack Valenti, President Motion Picture Assn of America.


  And the further pleasant note from Sir John Eden himself:


  8th August, 1983


  Dear Christopher,


  Thank you so much for writing and for your very kind words. You are far too generous in your references to the Copyright Bill – without your help and experienced guidance and your steadying hand at the tiller, it would not have got through. It was a nice thing to end up with – but I won’t rush to repeat the exercise in the Lords! Even so – we will meet there sometime and drink to glories past!


  Yours ever,

  John
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 Commander Powell reads a letter of thanks at his desk in the Charles Barker Group’s London office


  7. PARLIAMENTARY AND SCIENTIFIC COMMITTEE


  The setting-up of the Parliamentary and Scientific Committee and its maintenance and development over the following fifty years until the present time (1989) is one of the Parliamentary achievements in which I take particular pride. It was born in 1939 (when I was already serving as an Emergency List Naval Officer as an Assistant Director of the World War II Press Censorship under Vice-Admiral Usborne, as Chief Press Censor, (but was permitted to continue with non-controversial Parliamentary work when off duty).


  An invitation came from Captain S F Markham MP (National Labour) who was an officer of the Parliamentary Science Committee, a small body comprising some seventeen Parliamentarians and a dozen scientific organisations which had been abandoned by its Administrative Secretary at the outbreak of hostilities, but which, according to Captain Markham, ought to be revived as capable of performing particularly valuable service in time of war. Curiously, Captain Markham had been born and still lived in a house almost next door to my own family home in Stony Stratford (Buckinghamshire).


  I agreed to take on the job: but to give the body a new name and constitution. With the approval of the Speaker it was re-named the Parliamentary and Scientific Committee and adopted a new constitution which I drafted on a single sheet of paper as follows:


  “The Parliamentary and Scientific Committee is a non-Party body formed with the object of providing a permanent liaison between scientific bodies and Parliament. It seeks to become a centre for the consideration and discussion of scientific information bearing on current proceedings in Parliament.


  The Committee was constituted on November 8th 1939, to take over the functions of the Parliamentary Science Committee which suspended its activities on the outbreak of hostilities. It is felt that substantial benefits should result if the numerous Societies concerned with scientific activities combine their influence with the object of ensuring that Parliament shall have proper regard for the importance of scientific methods in relation to public affairs.


  The Committee endeavours amongst other things:


  —To provide Members of Parliament with authoritative scientific information from time to time in connection with debates


  —To bring to the notice of Members of Parliament and Government Departments the results of scientific research and technological development which bear upon questions of current public interest


  —To arrange for suitable action through Parliamentary channels whenever necessary to ensure that proper regard is had for the scientific point of view


  —To examine all legislation likely to affect the above and take such action as may be suitable


  —To watch the financing of scientific and technological research, education and development


  —To provide its members and other approved subscribers with a regular summary of scientific matters dealt with in Parliament.


  Forty years later the Committee’s subscribing membership had grown to 75 Peers, 123 MPs and some 200 scientific and technical organisations and leading companies with substantial interest in research and development.


  The office of President and Chairman have always been held by Parliamentarians but other offices and membership of the Steering Committee by representatives of science and technology.


  Up to 1979 Presidents included:

  Rt Hon Viscount Samuel, GCB, CBE

  Rt Hon Sir John Anderson, GCB, GCSI, CGIE, FRS (later Viscount Waverley)

  Rt Hon Herbert Morrison, CH (later Lord Morrison of Lambeth)

  Rt Hon Marquess of Salisbury , KG

  The Earl of Halsbury, FRS

  The Viscount Caldecote, DSC

  The Lord Sherfield, GCB GCMG

  The Lord Zuckerman, OM, KCB, FRS

  The Lord Shackleton, KG, OBE

  The Lord Todd, OM, FRS


  Chairmen have included:


  Labour

  M Philips Price MP

  Austen Albu MP

  David Ginsburg MP

  Rt Hon Fred Willey MP


  Conservative

  Sir Hugh Linstead MP

  Richard Fort MP

  Dr R F B Bennett MP

  Sir Harry Legge-Bourke KBE MP

  Sir David Price MP


  The Committee’s first initiative at the beginning of 1940 was the nutritive value of bread, which resulted in the Chairman’s mail being overwhelmed with samples of nutritious bread from every part of the UK! But ended with a wartime standard of bread which was as nutritious as it was unattractive – but undoubtedly a valuable contribution to the war effort!


  The next campaign dealt with the better utilisation of scientists in the war effort. The issue was raised in debates in both Houses. Motions were placed on the Order Paper, some signed by more than 100 MPs. Questions were asked and deputations from the Committee conferred with relevant Ministers. At the Committee’s Annual Lunch on 3rd February 1942, that distinguished scientist Sir Henry Tizard, FRS, was able to claim, “The influence of science is now greater than it has ever been, and the present Government and Parliament attach a value to the help and guidance of scientists that no previous Parliaments have ever done.”


  In 1943 the Committee turned its attention to Income Tax and Research. On 7th December 1943 a sub-committee was set up under the chairmanship of Sir George Schuster MP. Their report, recommending that all expenditure on research should be regarded as chargeable against profits for income tax purposes, was sent to the Chancellor of the Exchequer in January 1944, and a discussion about the recommendations took place between the chairman of the sub-committee and the Chairman of the Board of Inland Revenue. To the great satisfaction of the Committee, Sir John Anderson’s next Budget, in 1944, contained proposals on precisely the lines suggested by the Committee.


  And towards the end of the war the Committee obtained the support of over 200 MPs for the following motion on the Order Paper:


  “To call attention to research and scientific knowledge; and to move, that this House, recognising the vital part which research and science and their effective application can play in reconstruction, as a means of increasing our national prosperity, raising the standard of living, recovering our export trade and developing the national resources of our Empire, urges the declaration of a bold and generous government policy directed to the expansion of teaching and research facilities in our universities and technical colleges, to the extension of pure and applied research in all fields by the State, by industry through private firms and research associations, and to the effective and rapid application of the results of research.”


  This led to a full day’s debate in the Commons in 1944 and was the subject of continual initiatives for ten years or more of the post-war period.


  Later the Committee was involved in the appointment of a Ministry for Science (later changed to the Ministry of Technology). Then the Committee took an active part in the processes leading to the appointment of a Select Committee of the House of Commons on Science and Technology. Although this was disbanded in 1979 when twelve new Select Committees of the House of Commons to deal with specific Government Departments were set up, the idea was kept alive by including science amongst the responsibilities of the new Select Committee dealing with education and the arts. Furthermore, the House of Lords, which has numerous distinguished scientists amongst its members, still maintains a Select Committee of its own on Science and Technology.


  Apart from these special activities the Parliamentary and Scientific Committee has maintained a regular programme in Parliament’s committee rooms of discussion meetings addressed by distinguished scientists, technologists and engineers on matters of topical or possible future parliamentary interest. It has also organised a regular programme of Parliamentary visits to scientific and research establishments.


  Looking up our records I see that between 1943 and 1980 I arranged for no less than 175 visits of this kind and participated in most of them.


  During the same period the Committee had an Annual Lunch every year at the Savoy Hotel, except in 1948 when public banquets were not permitted and always with a distinguished scientist or parliamentarian as the principal guest – except in 1952 when there were no speeches in view of the death of King George VI overnight.


  Prince Philip, Duke of Edinburgh, has been the Principal Guest and Speaker on five occasions and the Prime Minister on seven occasions (i.e. Rt Hon Sir Anthony Eden KG MC MP in 1956; Rt Hon Harold Macmillan MP in 1959; Rt Hon Harold Wilson OBE MP in 1965 and 1976; Rt Hon Edward Heath, MBE MP in 1972; Rt Hon James Callaghan MP in 1978 and Rt Hon Mrs Margaret Thatcher MP in 1981).


  [image: Prince-Phillip]

  The P&S Committee’s annual lunch at the Savoy Hotel 1958. Left to right: Rt Hon Herbert Morrison MP (President); HRH Prince Philip, Duke of Edinburgh; Lt Commander Christopher Powell (Administrative Secretary); Rt Hon Viscount Samuel (Vice President)


  At the first of these lunches during the war there was due respect for scientific nutrition. Wholemeal bread rolls were served and each course, including the lobster vol-au-vents, were calibrated in calories, thanks to Sir Jack Drummond, the Scientific Adviser to the Ministry of Food (later the victim of a murder by a Provençal French farmer when spending a holiday night in his caravan on the farmer’s land).


  The Savoy’s charge for that lunch (including wines and spirits before and during the meal) was £183. 0s. 6d. for 240 covers – ie approximately 15s or 75p per head! As a tribute to Winston Churchill the top table carried the letter ‘V’ for Victory and the six sprig tables, ‘I’, ‘C’, ‘T’, ‘O’, ‘R’, ‘Y’ (which caused considerable surprise to those guests not used to such an innovation).


  That innovation has not been repeated (fortunately) and nor (unfortunately) has the modest price per head (15s per head in 1943 and £34.37 in 1988)!


  At the annual lunch which I attended in 1978 prior to retirement the Rt Hon James Callaghan MP (then Prime Minister) was the Guest of Honour and got a laugh at my expense in his post-luncheon speech. The Committee had kindly decided that some presentation should be made to me as ‘Founder Secretary’ of the Committee since 1939. “What would I like?” Having regard to the large and affluent membership I suggested a cheque and that was agreed. Then it was decided that it should be presented by the Prime Minster at the Annual Luncheon. But Mr Callaghan, we were informed, was not attracted by the idea of handing out cheques on occasions such as this and I was asked to suggest some definite and specific object which he could hand out instead.


  Not attracted by the idea of silver (troublesome to clean and easy to steal) I opted for a conveniently-sized picture – with the balance of the fund collected being made available to me later by post.


  That agreed, I selected a very pleasing drypoint of a ‘Jeune Baigneuse’ by Auguste Renoir at a very respectable gallery off Berkeley Square asking them to take it carefully off its mount and pack it in a protective envelope so that it could be satisfactorily remounted and framed after its presentation to me by the Prime Minister.


  On the day of the lunch I placed myself at one of the round tables of ten immediately in front of where the Prime Minister would be sitting at the long top table and after the first course I got up and handed him the sealed protected envelope saying, “This is what you are going to present to me in the course of your speech after lunch. It is a drypoint by August Renoir of a ‘Jeune Baigneuse’.


  “But, my dear Christopher, can’t I see it?”


  “No, Sir – I would prefer it to stay in the envelope. It is fragile and quite valuable. It is NOT insured and a splash of wine or some cigarette ash could easily damage it.”


  “Well,” said the Prime Minister, obviously aware of the seductive charm of the Jeunes Baigneuses that Renoir loved to draw or paint, “we’ll make a bargain. Either you let me look at it now or I will not tell you what I intend to say about it in my speech.”


  I replied that I preferred the second option and returned to my table.


  When I went up to the top table to receive the presentation, James Callaghan said, “The Committee has asked me to make this presentation to Commander Powell. He informs me that this sealed envelope contains a charming and valuable drypoint by Renoir. I have not been allowed to inspect it. I only hope I don’t run into trouble from Mary Whitehouse.” – and sat down to considerable laughter.


  Anyway, it is indeed a very charming and much admired drypoint by Renoir and cost around £1,000. The frame carries a small descriptive brass plate mentioning the details of its presentation!


  Very shortly, Prince Philip will be the President of the Parliamentary and Scientific Committee and take the Chair at its 50th Anniversary Luncheon at the Savoy Hotel and I will be in my usual place beside Sir Hugh Wontner, Chairman of the Savoy, and hopefully congratulating him once again on having thwarted the takeover ambitions of the Lord of Trust House Forte.


  Over a considerable period the Committee has endeavoured to encourage and keep in touch with organisations in European Parliaments having the same objectives – an aim which culminated in 1979 in the decision to invite the new directly-elected UK members of the European Parliament to join the Committee.


  But back in 1969, with the assistance of the Council of Europe, the Scientific Section of OEEC and the Foreign Office, a European Parliamentary and Scientific Conference was sponsored by the Parliamentary and Scientific Committee in London from 20 to 22 March. The main business of the first meeting consisted of a description of existing arrangements and arrangements contemplated in the various countries with regard to liaison between Parliament and science. In the afternoon the delegates attended a normal meeting of the British Parliamentary and Scientific Committee. The main subject of discussion was science and road safety, initiated by Sir William Glanville, Director, Road Research Laboratory. The following day the delegates visited the Road Research Track at Crowthorne, before returning to London for a general discussion.


  The proceedings of the conference were discussed by the Council of Europe in May 1961, concluding with the passing of a Resolution which called for the encouragement of regular contact between members of European Parliaments and scientists and of the establishment of permanent machinery for parliamentary scientific liaison. It also called for a second European Parliamentary and Scientific Conference to be arranged in due course.


  Subsequent conferences were held in Vienna in 1964, Florence in 1975 and Helsinki in the 1980s. More recent liaison between the Parliamentary and Scientific Committee and Europe has included a wide range of activities.


  In June 1974, Professor Ralf Dahrendorf, EEC Commissioner for Science and Technology, addressed the Committee and in November that year a delegation of twelve members of the Committee visited EEC institutions in Brussels and Amsterdam. Subjects discussed included the mutual recognition of diplomas, biological developments, nuclear fusion and research and development.


  In 1975 another delegation from the Committee visited the European Parliament at Luxembourg. Discussions were held with members of the European Parliament Committee on Energy, Science and Technology, with Signor Altiero Spinelli, Commissioner responsible for industrial and technological policy and with the Commission’s scientific staff on EEC policies on science and technology.


  In October 1976, Commissioner Guido Brunner addressed the Parliamentary and Scientific Committee in Westminster.


  One by-product of our European liaison activity was an invitation from the


  ‘Parliamentarischearbeitsgemeinschaft’ (!) of the Rhineland to send a delegation to Dusseldorf and visit some establishments of scientific interest in that region of West Germany. A special study of the Brown Coal industry was made and a visit paid to the Research Establishment of BASF (Badische Anilin und Soda Fabrik). Unfortunately, security arrangements were such that we were only allowed to see a minute part of the research work being done there and the rest of the visit was confined to a couple of descriptive lectures and a coach tour round the outside of this establishment which certainly demonstrated the vast acreage enclosed by its brick walls – but nothing else. However, goodwill was maintained by annual Christmas gifts for many years to all members of the British delegation of cases of excellent German wines, specially selected by BASF, the composition of which certainly had nothing to do with aniline or soda!


  Later, we arranged a return visit of some German Parliamentarians, and, hoping to show them some establishment at least as interesting as BASF, we arranged an invitation from the De Havilland Aircraft Company near Hatfield. But unfortunately De Havilland was not accident-proof that day. First, when the delegates were being taken up to see technical equipment at the top of the Aerodrome’s Control Tower, the lift stuck and imprisoned them for nearly fifteen minutes and then further misfortune occurred over a demonstration of liquid hydrogen which formed part of the fuel used by De Havilland for a rocket booster which they were developing to assist the take-off of certain aircraft from confined landing-grounds. A young scientist had a large tank of this liquid hydrogen and invited the Parliamentarians to watch whilst he threw into it assorted metal objects to demonstrate what a dangerous and sensitive substance it is. The liquid hydrogen crackled and spat but not very impressively. However, the finale was still to come. The young scientist spread out on the rough grass a small heap of textile rubbish and invited the delegates to gather round more closely. The Germans, as the special guests, were in the front row. It was a warm sunny day and when the young scientist, rather to everyone’s surprise, scattered a whole jugful of liquid hydrogen over the pile it immediately began to burst into small flames around the edges. And then, without any warning, there was a deafening explosion and the pile of textiles disappeared. No one was amused – particularly not the Germans who were on the inside of the circle of spectators. Each of them was deafened – either temporarily or worse and all the young scientist could say was, “Well, that has never happened before!”


  Several of the Germans then remarked that this was all ‘old hat’ for them. The booster technique had been fully developed in Germany to speed the VIs or the V2s on their way to England and the special qualities and dangers of liquid hydrogen were therefore already well-known to them. They followed this up at lunch when a Liebfraumilch was served, by informing us that a far greater volume of wine was labelled in bottles than could possibly be produced from vineyards in Germany producing genuine Liebfraumilch – and we could only retaliate by informing them that we had already renamed the ‘Parliamentarischearbeitsgemeinschaft’ the ‘Parliamentarischebiergemeinschaft’ in view of the fact that during our tour of the Rhineland when frequent stops were made at roadside cafés nothing but Bier was served.


  [image: BP_visit_1536]
 Lord Ironside (Vice President) leading a party of P&S Committee members on a visit to the BP Laboratory, Sunbury-on-Thames, June 1977. Commander Powell third from left in second row.


  8. PARLIAMENT AND ANIMALS


  My Parliamentary work was very frequently concerned with animals. Early in the 1930s Watney and Powell began to provide the RSPCA with parliamentary information and advice and assistance in getting a wide range of animal welfare legislation on the Statute Book.


  It began with the Slaughter of Animals once we had disposed of a clash of interest about the compulsory use of the Captive Bolt Pistol to stun cattle, sheep and pigs before cutting their throats.


  For many years also Watney and Powell advised the British Horse Society about various matters which had a Parliamentary aspect. There was, for instance, the issue of slippery roads and the extent to which Highway Authorities were liable for damages when horse riders suffered accidents on them. There was the question of legislation to prevent the docking of horses tails, regarded as essential by devotees such as Sir Nigel Colman MP, but regarded as cruel by those who maintained it was the horse’s only defence against horse flies and similar insect pests when put out to grass; and there was the need for constant watchfulness for Bills promoted by local authorities which included clauses closing down Bridle Ways (which one of my secretaries would charmingly but misguidedly type as ‘Bridal Ways’ in any communications on this subject.)


  We were also concerned with action in Parliament to defend the right of Circus Proprietors to use Performing Animals – an issue in which we were greatly assisted by the verdict of a Departmental Committee that no cruelty was necessary or generally used in the training of such animals.


  And there was the strange battle over the ‘Circus Williams’ and whether it should be permitted to enter and tour the United Kingdom. Bertram Mills, whom we advised, was determined that such permission should not be given. It was shortly after the conclusion of World War II and the ‘Circus Williams’ which was domiciled in West Germany and its German proprietor, who had married into the English circus family of Williams, found it very good business in that part of Germany occupied by British forces to establish good relations and attract large audiences of British soldiers by flying the Union Jack above the circus marquee and emphasising their Anglo-German connection. Bertram Mills was always ready to include foreign acts in his own circus but there was no precedent for allowing a complete foreign circus to tour in the United Kingdom.


  Every year Bertram Mills gave a splendid lunch before the opening of his Annual Circus at Olympia, and this was invariably attended by the Prime Minister, several Cabinet Ministers and a substantial number of Peers, MPs, together with their wives who received bouquets of Royal dimensions and jumbo boxes of chocolates.


  These Parliamentary friends were now invited to urge the Government to resist the invasion of the Circus Williams. A number of arguments were deployed, such as:


  – There could be no guarantee that cruelty had not been involved in the training of their animal acts (as with Bertram Mills acts).


  – That serious harm would be done to the balance of trade in general and with Germany in particular.


  – That the Circus Williams was falsely purporting to be a British enterprise, etc. etc.


  Arguments such as these formed the basis for several Questions in Parliament and letters from Peers and MPs to appropriate Ministers.


  But all to no purpose and the final and successful defensive weapon was not launched until the actual Circus Williams road vehicles carrying their equipment and performing animals arrived at Harwich. There they were met by Inspectors of the Ministry of Transport who ruled that the vehicles infringed several of the Regulations applying to such vehicles when used on roads in the UK. And they were all ordered back to Germany!


  Animal Anaesthetics Bill (British Veterinary Association)


  In 1953, the British Veterinary Association, one of the many professional bodies I was advising on Parliamentary matters, decided that the Animals Anaesthetics Act of 1919 was out of date and hindering them in their work. The Government, although vaguely sympathetic, was unable to find time to introduce the necessary amending legislation themselves, and on my advice the Association decided to seek the help of some peer or Member of Parliament to bring forward as a Private Member’s Bill a measure which they proposed to draw up themselves.


  In the Animals Anaesthetics Act of 1919 it was only compulsory to use anaesthetics, either local or general, in the case of a limited number of particular operations on certain animals and these operations were set out in six schedules.


  The amending Bill now drawn up by the veterinary profession proposed that henceforward all operations on domestic animals should be carried out under anaesthetics, subject to a very short list of minor operations set out in a single schedule. The draft bill was first submitted at my suggestion to all associations which might be interested or have criticisms to offer, such as the NFU, the RSPCA, the British Horse Society, the Kennel Club and so forth, and was slightly modified in the light of their replies.


  It was then May, and the next ballot for the right of Members of Parliament to introduce their bills would not be taking place until November. In the circumstances I thought it would be good tactics to ask a member of the House of Lords to consider introducing it forthwith in that House, so that the official reaction of the Government would be known, and sufficient publicity given in the press to evoke any further latent criticism from outside sources of which the Association was unaware.


  A medical peer, Lord Stamp, kindly agreed to adopt my suggestion and introduced the Bill into the House of Lords. He was, of course, supplied with a comprehensive memorandum explaining its purposes. To the satisfaction of the Association, the peer who spoke for the Government in the Second Reading debate, whilst mildly critical of a few details, said that the Government welcomed the Bill in principle. Support came from other peers together with a few points of constructive criticism, and an unopposed second reading was given.


  There was not time to put the Bill through any further stages before the end of that Session but we had achieved a valuable first move in that the Government had gone on record as supporting the Bill in principle; the House of Lords had given it an unopposed second reading, and the publicity in the press had evoked no undesirable reactions.


  The stage was now set for the ballot for Private Members’ Bills in the House of Commons the following November. During most of September at my suggestion a number of veterinary surgeons up and down the country approached their MPs invoking their help, and, in October the Association itself circularised all back-bench MPs, referring to the forthcoming ballot for Private Members Bills, enclosing a stamped return postcard, on which they were invited to say whether they were sympathetically interested. About forty were kind enough to reply in the affirmative.


  Several hundred MPs enter this ballot annually. About thirty names are drawn, and the successful members can then select first, second or third place for the Second Reading of their Bills on certain designated Fridays throughout the Session. Amongst the first ten names was that of Lady Davidson, who had already written expressing sympathetic interest and, within a few hours of that announcement, she had agreed to introduce it, provided of course, that she would have the full assistance of the British Veterinary Association with regard to technical information and advice.


  The day of the Second Reading materialised, and Lady Davidson, having gained first place on the day’s Business had as much of the debating time as she required. The expected queries and criticisms arose and the answers were duly available. Once again the Government expressed agreement in principle and the Bill received an unopposed second reading. The Committee Stage was taken before a Standing Committee of fifty members upstairs. Lady Davidson had herself tabled a few amendments to meet suggestions made by the Ministry of Agriculture and one or two others to meet acceptable criticisms during the second reading debate. Further amendments had also been tabled by other members of the Committee.


  In the event, most of the debate turned on the delicate question of the maximum age up to which it should be permissible to castrate certain domestic and farm animals without an anaesthetic! Lady Davidson stood firm on calves, gave way on goats, compromised on kittens, and temporised about puppies until the Report stage. With similar tactful handling by Lady Davidson the Report Stage on the floor of the House passed equally peacefully.


  Lord Stamp, who now knew the whole position, readily agreed to handle the Bill again in the House of Lords, and with the history of an unopposed passage through the House of Commons, a previous second reading in the House of Lords, and Government approval, there was no undue difficulty. Before July the Bill was given Royal Assent.


  The British Veterinary Association was very anxious that at the final Parliamentary stage of this Bill in the Commons some tribute should be paid to the public appreciation of the services rendered by vets, and the following story, which I found for Lady Davidson to use, got a good reception. Apparently Lady Anne Blunt, who, together with her husband, Wilfred Scawen Blunt, the famous Arabist, was largely responsible for the successful introduction of the Arab horse into Great Britain, was such an enthusiastic horsewoman that she not only slept in her riding habit so that she would be ready to leap into the saddle when she woke but when she fell ill, always sent for a vet rather than a medical doctor to attend her!


  Exhibits in Parliamentary Debates and Proceedings


  On occasion I have found that the well-conducted use of a tangible exhibit can be very effective in swaying Parliamentary debate or proceedings where a rather technical argument can be clarified or fortified by some simple illustration.


  On more than one occasion in the early thirties a Private Members’ Bill would be introduced into the House of Commons to make the use of the captive-bolt pistol compulsory for the stunning of cattle, sheep and pigs to render them unconscious before the final act of poleaxeing or throat-cutting.


  This greatly worried producers of high quality hams who claimed that the shock caused to the delicate veins and arteries of pigs when stunned by a captive-bolt pistol frequently led to clots of blood leaking into hams during the curing process thus ruining their appearance, flavour and keeping qualities. On our advice the bacon curers prepared some clear perspex rectangular cases of convenient size, each containing a slice of blood-clotted ham. Then, when a Private Members’ Bill proposing the compulsory use of captive-bolt pistols came before the Commons for second reading debate, a few MPs sympathetic to the views of the bacon curers would, with no objection by the Speaker, circulate some of these perspex cases amongst nearby colleagues, as soon as the blood-clotting danger had been mentioned.


  Invariably this resulted in the Bill failing to get a second reading. In due course, however, a device known as an ‘Electrolethalizer’ was invented and the bacon curers agreed that if this implement (involving a pair of electrified tongs being applied to either side of a pig’s head and so rendering it unconscious before slaughter – but without the blood-clotting caused by a captive-bolt pistol) – were accepted as achieving humane slaughter for the purposes of this legislation, they would withdraw their opposition. It was so accepted and the Bill as amended duly reached the Statute Book and became law.


  This incidentally enabled us to make peace with the RSPCA and in subsequent years we were able (without any ‘clash of interest’) to help that organisation to get some ten or more Bills on the Statute Book, dealing with such subjects as Pet Shops, Protection of Dogs, the conduct of riding establishments, and control of zoos and animal breeding establishments.


  There was another unusual use of exhibits during the Committee Stage of a Private Member’s Bill introduced in the early ‘80s to impose new restrictions on the use of animals in laboratories for experimental purposes in connection with medical science. It was to update the Cruelty to Animals Act 1896. At some point the MP promoting the Bill had referred to experiments which he said had taken place in the UK which involved cutting off the forepaws of rabbits to ascertain what would be the effect on their mobility. He suggested this was an example of a wholly futile experiment which served no useful purpose whatsoever. He was immediately challenged by Tam Dalyell, a Labour MP with intense belief in the importance of allowing maximum freedom for scientific research, as to exactly where and when these experiments took place and what use had been made of the results. The MP promoting the Bill had not got the information at hand but promised to produce it at the next meeting of the Committee. He then had to admit that the experiments had been conducted in the USA and not in the UK and conducted on mice and not on rabbits. This was not good enough for Tam Dalyell, who (with the Chairman’s permission) brought with him to the following meeting of the Committee an experimental rabbit in a cage and an experimental mouse in a small box. At an appropriate moment he took these animals out of their containers and dangled them in front of the promoting MP, declaring that it was important for a Member introducing legislation to see the difference between an experimental mouse and an experimental rabbit.


  This unusual procedure naturally got considerable publicity and shortly afterwards the MP promoting the Bill decided to withdraw it entirely. I was not involved in the promotion of this particular Parliamentary diversion but as adviser to the Research Defence Society, I was naturally pleased with the consequence – leading as it did soon afterwards to the introduction and enactment of a very reasonable Bill to amend and update the 1896 law relating to the use of laboratory animals in the UK.


  9. ALCOHOL ISSUES


  Port Wine Trade


  In the 1950s the Port Wine Trade Association were worried about the low and falling sales of port – less than a quarter of the pre-war consumption. They attributed this in part to the high customs duties on heavy wines, such as port and sherry, which were four times as high as those on light table wines – ie 56 shillings per gallon on heavy wines and only 13 shillings a gallon on light table wines. This was a legacy from Sir Stafford Cripps when Chancellor of the Exchequer at the end of the war. He was a vegetarian and teetotaller. He agreed grudgingly to lower the wartime duties on light table wines but could not bring himself to help the port wine trade and other ‘heavy’ wines.


  I said it might take about three years to achieve success and that is precisely what it did take. We got out an excellent case on paper including graphs which showed how the high duties on port were producing less and less revenue whilst the proceeds of the lower duties on table wines were going steadily up. Then we had to exploit the case with Customs and Excise and Parliament. Customs and Excise were tepid, so we concentrated on Parliament.


  For three years twice a week for three or four months before every Budget I took three or four Conservative MPs or three or four Labour MPs up to the City to lunch in the back parlours of all the leading port wine shippers and discuss our case for amending the duties. These functions became extremely popular, especially as the case appeared to be – and was – a good one; the shippers took pleasure in showing their best vintage ports as well as other wines in which they specialised. The Port Wine Lobby quickly became a very active one and the Chancellor of the Exchequer was being badgered about the case constantly both by questions in the House, amendments to the Finance Bill and chat-ups in the Smoking Room.


  After three years the Chancellor of the Exchequer, Mr Heathcote-Amory, capitulated – but in two stages in two successive budgets – the final result being that the duty on heavy wines was reduced from 56 shillings a gallon to 26 shillings a gallon and the duty on light table wines left at 13 shillings, ie the traditional relationship existing before the time of Sir Stafford Cripps when the duty on the ‘heavy’ wines, port, sherry, Madeira etc was exactly double the duty on ‘light’ table wine.


  At a reception given by the Port Wine Trade Association to celebrate the event I was presented with several cases of classic vintage ports and arrangements made for a number of the MPs who had shown interest in the campaign to visit the Douro Valley in Portugal (the home of the very anglicized port wine vineyards or ‘Quintas’).


  By this time it had been found convenient to organise the Parliamentary admirers of port wine on a party basis – the Conservatives becoming members of the Douro Club and the Labour MPs members of the Portcullis Club (the drawing of a Portcullis Gate having been the recognised ‘logo’ for things Parliamentary for many decades).


  This division proved convenient in the event for the Parliamentary visits to Portugal. About that time the British Government was arranging for some British Army exercises to be carried out in suitable terrain there in agreement with the Government of Portugal, “our oldest ally” and possibly over some of the terrain on which British and Portuguese troops had fought together as allies against Napoleon’s armies.


  In a debate on the Army estimates some Labour MP made an unfortunate comment about the plans, declaring that in his opinion all the British soldiers would learn in Portugal was how to run away. This not unnaturally evoked a furious response in the Portuguese press – and another visit by British MPs to Portugal, which was being arranged by the Portuguese Government itself was cancelled. This was to celebrate the 150th anniversary of the Battle of Busaco where British and Portuguese soldiers fighting side by side under the command of the Duke of Wellington had decimated the army of Marshal Ney in one of the most successful of the Duke’s favourite defensive battle scenarios.


  It is possible that the French defeat was partly due to the fact that Marshal Ney’s General in charge of this operation had taken with him his mistress disguised as a Cavalry Captain, and they spent the night before the Battle of Busaco in a little hotel about 20 kilometres away. In the morning the General refused to be disturbed and by the time he reached Busaco his troops were already in an irretrievable retreat!


  However, in consequence of this unfortunate remark during the Army Estimates Debate in the House of Commons, visits to Portugal for the time being by British Parliamentary Delegations could get no support from the Portuguese Government if Labour MPs were included. The first of our Parliamentary Port Wine visits to the Douro Valley therefore had to be confined to Conservatives.


  I went with them and together with a small group which included Sir Walter Bromley-Davenport and Commander Courtney (later the victim of a cruel denigration exercise in Moscow by the KGB which lost him his seat at Harrow and his wife by divorce as well) stayed at the splendidly situated Quinta Noval as the guests of its owner Senhor Porto.


  At that time the Port Wine Trade Association had been persuaded by its Advertising Agents to offer a prize to the composer of a port-wine limerick based on Lady Chatterley’s Lover – a strange proposal, designed, I suppose, to put over the idea that port wine consumption, far from being a prime cause of gout, is a powerful aphrodisiac!


  And in the visitor’s book at Quinta Noval the individual who had won the competition and a free visit to the Douro Valley had written his very indifferent limerick. Our Parliamentary group decided it could do better and we each added one of our own. Commander Courtney’s was judged the best:


  
    To cries of cock-over! Et al

    The gamekeeper mounted his gal

    When she begged ‘Please – again!’

    He replied ‘Yes again – and again

    And that’s all due to Quinta noval!

  


  This was read out to much applause at a banquet given by the Port Wine Trade at the ‘Factory House’ in Oporto which has two adjoining dining rooms exactly the same size with an archway through the wall separating them. On the occasion of a special banquet the two long mahogany tables – one in each of the rooms – are laid up with exactly the same number of places, place-cards, floral decorations, glasses, etc.


  When dinner has been served in the first room, guests move through into the fresh air of the second to take up the same placing at the second table and continue to enjoy, in solitary splendour, whatever vintage port is being offered.


  One result of this successful campaign about the port wine duty was that the Sherry Shippers Association had a bad conscience about not having helped financially to achieve an important fiscal concession which benefited sherry as much as port. So they also became my clients – and we embarked forthwith on Parliamentary action to ensure that just as it is illegal in the UK to label any bottle as containing ‘port’ unless it is certified as originating in a demarcated area of the Douro Valley in Portugal, so it should be equally illegal to label a bottle simply as sherry unless it originates in a special area around Jerez in the Cadiz province of Spain. In the end, a compromise had to be agreed, ie that the label ‘Sherry’ by itself must be confined to a sherry-type wine produced in the area immediately surrounding Jerez, such wines produced elsewhere must be labelled ‘Cyprus Sherry’, ‘Australian Sherry’, ‘South African Sherry’ and so forth.


  Scottish Licensing Trade


  The Scottish Licensing laws had been reviewed by a Departmental Committee. This made recommendations for quite drastic easing of the very restrictive Scottish licensing hours and conditions. The view of the Committee in general was that the continuation of short drinking hours in pubs and the passionate desire of the Scots to quench their thirst with hard liquor resulted in such liquor being consumed far too quickly and regardless of the riotous consequences in streets and houses after closing time. It was thought improvement would surely result from extending the drinking hours in pubs and for drinking with meals and encouraging family and social drinking instead of restricting it into an all-male affair.


  The Scottish Licensed Trade was fully in favour of such a change but had a number of practical proposals to put forward for amending the Bill in various ways. In this they were able to secure the sympathy and support of many Scottish MPs and Peers on both sides of the House – with the result that during the Committee and Report Stages in both Houses we were able to persuade the Government to agree to many of these amendments or accept defeat which led to an agreeable compromise.


  I attended the annual dinner of the Association which followed the enactment of this Bill and was flattered to receive a two-minute standing ovation from the 500 kilted Scottish licensees present after their Guest of Honour, Lord Campbell of Croy, had told how greatly the Association and its advisers had been able to improve the Bill during its passage through Parliament.


  It is also a matter of satisfaction to me that the English licensing laws have now, somewhat belatedly, been relaxed on similar lines.


  10. SIR GERALD NABARRO – Tax Reform


  Questions are a particular feature of the British Parliamentary programme and Question Time which occupies the first hour of sessions in the House of Commons on Mondays to Thursdays inclusive, nearly always drawing good attendance, is a feature regarded as specially interesting to foreign Parliamentarians visiting London – comparable with Feeding Time at the Zoo. They can play quite an important part in Parliamentary campaigns, in keeping Ministers on their toes and enabling Parliament to judge their competence or otherwise. They have to conform to certain rules and for that reason are vetted by Parliamentary Clerks before being placed on the Order Paper for reply. They must not be repetitious or hypothetical and they must be confined to matters (e.g. actions or policy or statistics) which are the responsibility of the Minister to whom they are addressed.


  Questions can be tabled for oral or written answer but those put down for oral reply which are not reached during the Question Hour are dealt with by written answer. Supplementary questions to the original one can be put if the original is reached in sufficient time before the Question Hour ends. Additionally, Ministers are placed on the Question List in a definite order which changes daily so that different Ministers come to the top of the list on different days – senior Ministers getting to the top more frequently than the junior ones.


  Early in 1958 I became aware of the monstrous anomalies which appeared to exist in the various rates of Purchase Tax which ranged from 90% down to 5% – a range which seemed full of anomalies, to be grossly unfair and based on no economic principles whatsoever. The cosmetic industry, and the retail pharmacists who sold cosmetics, and the motor manufacturers were three of the interests amongst those we advised at this period and I came to the conclusion that this was a fiscal monstrosity which might well be disposed of by a substantial campaign of Parliamentary Questions.


  I therefore spent a wet weekend in the country combing through the Customs and Excise schedules about Purchase Tax and the extraordinary details of its rates, exceptions and anomalies. Before the weekend was over I found that I had evolved more than one hundred Questions on the subject – a few basic and conventional ones of a statistical kind but the great majority drawing attention to what appeared extraordinary and unfair anomalies and demanding that some action be taken to straighten them out.


  I considered whether to spread them between a number of MPs who I thought might be sympathetically interested but in the end I decided that if I could find a single MP who would be prepared to ask all hundred of them spread over the Oral Question list every Tuesday and Thursday for the rest of the year when the Chancellor of the Exchequer would be near the top of the Oral Question lists that might well be the most effective and dramatic use for them.


  I decided to offer them to Gerald Nabarro, who was one of the most active and energetic Conservative MPs at the time and who had already shown a definite interest in tax reform. He thought it a splendid idea and, dropping the hundred questions in his briefcase, went off to discuss with the appropriate Parliamentary Clerk whether his proposal to table them at the rate of five or six a week for the rest of the Session on the days when the Chancellor of the Exchequer was well placed on the Oral Question list would be regarded as conforming with the procedural rules relating to Questions: ie would they be turned down as already covered by a reply given to another in the collection replied to on a previous day. I emphasised that neither of these arguments could be sustained. Each of the hundred questions dealt with a different item on a different group or being taxed at a different rate in the same group of products for no very clear reason.


  After a very short interval Gerald Nabarro returned to say that the Clerk agreed that the Questions broke none of the rules and that he was free to place them week by week on the Order Paper as he wished. And so the first one hundred Parliamentary Questions by Gerald Nabarro, two or three every Tuesday and Thursday, all addressed to the Chancellor of the Exchequer about specific Purchase Tax anomalies and the need for drastic reform of that tax, were on their way.


  At first it caused some resentment. Gerald Nabarro was accused by his Conservative colleagues of being disloyal to the Government in general and the Chancellor (Heathcoat Amory) in particular. The Questions were labelled as a publicity stunt that would not help trade and industry in any way and Gerald Nabarro should give it up. But Gerald Nabarro went steadily ahead and gradually the Questions became quite popular, not only as an entertainment, but an entertainment with a serious purpose behind it and a worthy one too.


  On 11th February, 1958 The Times, having taken note of the Nabarro initiative, wrote:


  “In the last financial year Purchase Tax netted £458m for the Exchequer. It is without doubt one of the most peculiar taxes ever imposed on British consumers, falling as it does with such markedly uneven severity. For example, 90% on cosmetics, 60% on a mirror or a suitcase, 30% on a stainless steel watch, 10% on a top hat, 5% on a rabbit fur coat and nothing on caviar. It is, indeed, as full of anomalies and inanities as would be expected of a tax which was originally imposed in order to discourage consumption altogether and has since been adapted by successive Chancellors of the Exchequer for influencing a particular form of consumption, channelling goods into the export trade, raising revenue or whatever has been fancied a special need of the moment. Naturally the task of defining the classification for tax has been difficult and the boundary lines are apt to become lunatic fringes. Mr Nabarro has made some palpable hits with his baskets which undergo a drastic change in their taxable capacity by moving in or out of the back door and his telephone directory covers which move in or out of the taxable class from one volume to another. Doubtless he will make many more”


  A few days earlier, under the title “First victory for Mr Nabarro”, The Times had written:


  “Mr Nabarro, the Conservative Member of Parliament for Kidderminster, is nothing if not a tryer, and during the past two vain months of his single-handed campaign against the anomalies of Purchase Tax the august Treasury has come nowhere near to breaking his spirit.


  “Tuesday by Tuesday, Mr Nabarro has fired his three allotted questions at the Chancellor of the Exchequer. Tuesday by Tuesday he has had to retire defeated. But on the Commons Order Paper his choice cullings of absurdity from Purchase Tax lists still stretched, three by three, far away into eternity.


  “What happened yesterday will fortify him afresh. For at last he scored a palpable hit against the Treasury. Why, he asked, was a telephone directory cover entitled ‘Telephone Directory, London E-K’ not charged with tax although a similar cover marked ‘London Telephone Directory’ had to pay 30% tax?


  “This, if ever, was a moment for the new Chancellor, Mr Heathcoat Amory, to nibble his handkerchief, as he does when he plunges deep in thought. ‘The ruling that this directory cover was taxable’, he rose to confess to a delighted House, ‘was mistaken and has been reversed.’ Then he added ruefully: ‘I have no doubt that the Hon Member will feel encouraged – but I hope not too much encouraged.’”


  Here are a few examples of the Questions. Most of them I drafted after researching the Customs and Excise literature on the subject, but some were based on letters sent to Gerald Nabarro by various industries and trade associations which he passed to me for action.


  —To ask the Chancellor of the Exchequer whether he is aware that since a nutcracker is liable to Purchase Tax at 15% whereas a door knocker over 5” in length is free of tax there is increasing practice of supplying nutcrackers with screw holes that can be used as doorknockers on a tax-free basis and what instructions he has issued to Customs and Excise.


  —To ask the Chancellor of the Exchequer why window blinds fitted with 3” circular peep-holes are free of purchase tax whilst those without such holes are not.


  —To ask the Chancellor of the Exchequer why straps for supporting double chins and caps to control projecting ears are taxed at 90% whilst wrist and ankle supports are tax-free.


  —To ask the Chancellor of the Exchequer whether he is aware that a pottery piggy bank used for saving is subject to Purchase Tax at 30% as a toy but if painted with the words “Razor Blades” is taxable at 15% as a salvage receptacle and whether both can now be relieved of Purchase Tax altogether to help small savings and salvage of steel.


  —To ask the Chancellor of the Exchequer whether he is aware that a horn regarded as a wind musical instrument is subject to Purchase Tax at 30%, whereas a musical motor car horn does not attract Purchase Tax even if used occasionally for theatrical performances; what rate of tax is applicable to a hunting horn and to a child’s toy trumpet; what particular considerations guide his decisions as to the rate of Purchase Tax applicable to particular horns; and to what extent he is influenced in his decision by the volume or by the melodious quality of the noise produced.


  Even after the first 100 Questions there was some progress in Purchase Tax reform. The Chancellor reduced the number of different rates from seven to four, abolishing altogether the 90% rate applied mainly to cosmetics and retaining only the 60%, 30%, 15% and 5% rates.


  But Gerald Nabarro was still not satisfied and rightly so. And he proceeded relentlessly to table the second one hundred questions I prepared for him. And in the 1959 Budget the Chancellor at least recognised that the Nabarro campaign was still unsatisfied. Referring to the modest reforms he had made in the 1958 Budget he said:


  “Certainly a year’s experience has revealed no basic defect in the new structure (of Purchase Tax). It is significant that my Hon Friend the Member for Kidderminster (Mr Nabarro) only found scope this year for 99 questions on this tax.”


  Anyway, the first 200 (or 199 if the Chancellor was right in what he said in his Budget speech of 1959) were quickly followed by a third batch of another 100 which I drafted on similar lines but dealing with different items so as to conform with the rules about repetition. As Gerald Nabarro wrote in his first volume of Portrait of a Politician:


  “Things were still coming my way so at the end of 1959, in readiness for the Budget of 1960, I launched my third one hundred Purchase Tax questions.”


  Thursday 11th February 1960

  Mr Gerald Nabarro (Con Kidderminster) to ask the Chancellor of the Exchequer whether he proposes to dispose of the anomaly whereby toilet requisites for animals such as forceps, tweezers and brushes are charged to Purchase Tax at half the rate at which similar equipment for human use is charged.


  Thursday 18th February 1960

  Mr Gerald Nabarro (Con Kidderminster) to ask the Chancellor of the Exchequer what decision he has reached concerning the undertaking he gave on 3rd March, 1959, that he would consider the desirability of introducing equality in the field of Purchase Tax on mouse traps, rat traps and fly swatters, at present applied to such devices only when used for domestic purposes; and whether he will undertake at an early date to ensure that all such devices for the destruction of verminous insects and rodents will be free of tax in the same way as rabbit traps and snares.


  Wednesday 2nd March 1960

  Mr Gerald Nabarro (Con Kidderminster) to ask the Chancellor of the Exchequer, why babies’ plain teething rings consisting solely of a shaped piece of bone, plastic or rubber, are not chargeable to 25% Purchase Tax under group 20 whereas babies’ teething beads, which can alternatively be used by the child as a rattle, are subject to such tax; and what would be the effect on the revenue of extending to all babies’ teething equipment the same Purchase Tax treatment as is given to plain teething rings.


  Wednesday 9th March 1960

  Mr Gerald Nabarro (Con Kidderminster) to ask the Chancellor of the Exchequer when he last reviewed the case of bird cage fittings which are chargeable to Purchase Tax at 12 and a half per cent, and bird cage novelties chargeable at 25%; and when such novelties are regarded as established and normal bird cage fittings and so eligible for the lower rate of tax.


  Monday 21st March 1960

  Mr Gerald Nabarro (Con Kidderminster) to ask the Chancellor of the Exchequer, why eyelash curlers are liable to Purchase Tax at 50%, whilst eyebrow combs are chargeable at 25%.


  There were still another 200 questions to follow until we decided that Purchase Tax had been pruned sufficiently. Before the 500 questions were tabled there were seven different rates of Purchase Tax ranging from 90% down to 5%. At the end of the campaign when Mr Reginald Maudling (then Chancellor) reduced the top rate from 45% to 25% there were only three rates left – 25%, 15% and 10%.


  Writing of the Purchase Tax campaign in a ‘profile’ of Gerald Nabarro, John Freeman (British Ambassador in Washington under a Socialist Government) wrote:


  “The preparation of this campaign required immense research (it certainly did!) and its execution great tenacity and although it worked largely by illustrations of nonsense, it cumulatively produced the desired Parliamentary effect.”


  The cosmetic trade gave a splendid celebration lunch party in a private room at the Savoy Hotel at which Lady Nabarro was presented with a hamper of toiletries and Gerald Nabarro with some special Viennese preparation for the care and maintenance of his magnificent moustaches.


  Questions are now being introduced into other Parliaments, especially the European Parliament, but their technique is more heavy-handed than ours.


  Apart from the Purchase Tax campaign involving the 500 Parliamentary questions which I prepared for Sir Gerald Nabarro there were other Parliamentary battles in which we collaborated in the public interest. The first was the ‘Clean Air Bill’ of 1955. In that year Sir Gerald won first place in the Ballot for Private Members Bills and as the Smoke Abatement Society was one of the Trade Associations which I advised at that time I suggested Sir Gerald might use his good fortune to introduce a Bill which would make it an offence to allow smoke to be discharged from chimneys if it exceeded a designated degree of offensiveness. About that time a Committee under Sir Hugh Beaver had published a report on atmospheric pollution which included the ‘smog’ which annually caused misery in London and other big urban and industrial areas during the winter months. The Smoke Abatement Society agreed to help me in the drafting of a Bill for Sir Gerald which would implement this report and to assist me to organise a publicity campaign in support. Sir Gerald refers to this in his book Portrait of a Politician as follows:


  “For several years I had been making speeches in the House of Commons on fuel efficiency, notably the faulty combustion of bituminous coal and the consequential wastage at a time of great fuel shortage. I secured the technical help and financial support of the Smoke Abatement Society of Great Britain and the draft of a Bill to give effect to all the principal recommendations of Beaver’s report, … and claiming that Britain’s coal position was critical, I tabled this Bill with my coined title of ‘Clean Air’.”


  The Bill was popular and successful. As it had first place in the Private Members Bill Ballot that year Sir Gerald was able to get it placed as the first item of business on the first Friday in the session set aside for Second Reading Debate on such Bills.


  Duncan Sandys was then the Minister of Energy and, speaking as such in the debate, pointed out that whilst he was entirely in agreement with its proposals, it could only be fully effective if the Government were given the necessary financial facilities to pay for the services required for its enforcement. A Government Bill would therefore be necessary and he was prepared to give an assurance that this would be introduced as soon as Parliamentary time permitted. This was not good enough for Sir Gerald who declared he would put his own Bill to a division at the conclusion of the Second Reading Debate unless he could have an assurance from the Minister that the required Government Bill would definitely be presented to Parliament in the current session. He got that assurance and the Bill was given Royal Assent before the session ended. It has effectively eliminated those ghastly winter fogs in all our cities and has made London, apart from litter, traffic congestion and vandalism, a comparatively pleasant city to live in.


  A second Bill in which I collaborated with Sir Gerald and which was successfully steered to the Statute Book was the Thermal Insulation (Industrial Buildings) Bill. I had a professional interest in this project as Adviser to the Insulation Materials Trade Association but the proposals of such a Bill were unquestionably in the public interest in so far as it would increase industrial productivity by ensuring tolerable working conditions in factories during the cold winter months without the wasteful use of the fuel required for the winter heating installations.


  There was, however, one awkward hitch during the passage of the Bill which threatened the united support of the insulation industry. The relevant Government Department decided that if industry was to be compelled by law to insulate their factories to the required standard they should be limited to a list of insulation materials which were not only efficient but which would involve no fire risks. A Government amendment would therefore be inserted in the Bill containing a scheduled list of insulating material which could and could not legally be used to achieve compliance with the proposals of the Bill. This naturally provoked internecine strife between the producers of the insulation materials to get official approval and those who were to be placed on the black list. And that could easily provoke enough controversy to capsize a Private Members’ Bill such as this one of Sir Gerald’s.


  Fortunately, I was able to persuade the trade association to evolve an alternative amendment not naming any particular type of insulation to be banned or permitted but merely laying down a standard specification to which insulating material used to fulfil the requirements of the Bill must conform. A deputation to the Ministry making this proposal was successful and so Sir Gerald’s Thermal Insulation (Industrial Buildings) Bill became an Act.


  11. INTERNATIONAL RELATIONS


  Inter-Parliamentary Union


  After the 1939–45 War when my Parliamentary work was no longer restricted by my wartime duties as one of the two Directors of the Press Censorship Division of the Ministry of Information, one of the appointments I was invited to fill (and accepted) was that of Administrative Secretary of the British Group of the Inter-Parliamentary Union. The Union had been established in 1887 and one of its principal founders was a Liberal MP, Randell Cremer. Its main object was to mobilise Members of Parliament to promote the settlement of disputes and the cessation of war between the nations of the world. To that end IPU Groups would be set up in every Parliament and the Union has always claimed that it played an important part in settling the Russo-Japanese conflict at the beginning of the century.


  The head office of the Union was in Geneva and in 1945 there were groups of the organisation in 32 Parliaments of the world, including all those of Europe as well as Burma, Canada, Ceylon, Egypt, Iraq, Iran, Lebanon, Pakistan, the Philippines, Syria, Turkey and the USA. Membership of the British Group was about 500 MPs, and their modest subscriptions and a small grant from the Foreign Office only sufficed to pay the Group’s annual contribution to the head office in Geneva and the cost of its Secretariat of two. Members attending the Union’s meetings overseas were expected to pay for their own fares and accommodation. But in the immediate post-war years the opportunity for foreign travel was regarded as a very special privilege and luxury. I certainly regarded it as such, especially in view of the VIP treatment extended to Parliamentarians. Indeed, the media in general and the Daily Express in particular were viciously critical about the standards of hospitality we enjoyed in Copenhagen, St Moritz, Paris, Cairo and Rome!


  Here is the distinguished list of our Group Officers in my time:


  Hon Presidents:

  Rt Hon The Lord Chancellor and Rt Hon The Speaker


  President:

  Most Hon The Marquess of Salisbury, KG


  Vice-Presidents:

  Rt Hon Anthony Eden, MP

  Rt Hon Earl of Perth GCMG, CB

  Rt Hon Viscount Stansgate DSO, DFC

  Rt Hon W Whiteley MP


  Chairman:

  Maj Rt Hon J Milner MC, MP (Deputy Speaker)


  Vice-Chairmen:

  Rt Hon George Mathers MP

  Sir Frank Sanderson Bart MP


  Joint Hon Treasurers:

  Rt Hon Clement Davies KC, MP

  Rt Hon W Glenvil Hall MP (Financial Secretary to the Treasury)


  Joint Hon Secretaries:

  Haydn Davies Esq MP

  Hugh Molson Esq MP (later Lord Molson)


  Admin Secretary:

  Lt-Commander Christopher Powell RN


  And here is a summary of a speech made by the Rt Hon Ernest Bevin MP at a Group Annual Meeting in 1948:


  “Mr Bevin expressed his thanks and appreciation for the work which the Union and the British Group thereof were doing and which he was sure would be done in the future. Emphasising that in recent years the work of the Foreign Office had had to be considerably broadened and extended, Mr Bevin pointed out that even with diplomats, the Economic Departments and the British Council, there was one role that was not filled as regards our relations with other countries. It was that role that he hoped the Inter-Parliamentary Union could and would fill. It was essential to develop personal contacts between the electors of the different countries through their representatives. These representatives, coming direct from the electors, not controlled nor given instructions nor having any official policy to carry out, could speak with greater freedom and could establish more intimate and closer relations than official circles could possibly do.”


  With the support of a new Chairman, Major James Milner MP, (Deputy Speaker) we were able to increase noticeably the influence of the Group in the Parliamentary sphere. Membership increased to 540 Peers and MPs and we were able to take substantial and active delegations to participate at Council meetings and annual conferences. Those I had the pleasure of attending personally took place in St Moritz, Nice, Paris, Copenhagen, Stockholm, Cairo and Rome. In 1946 we had Committee Meetings in St Moritz and a Council Meeting in Copenhagen. At the first (St Moritz) I recall the pleasure, so soon after the War, to enjoy newly-laundered real linen sheets every night and crisp white rolls of bread instead of Britain’s grey but nourishing wholemeal variety (promoted by another of my Parliamentary organisations, the Parliamentary and Scientific Committee). And there also we presented the famous Senator Alben Barkley (then USA Vice President) with a bunch of edelweiss on his birthday, which reminded him of picking bunches of the same flower when honeymooning in the Swiss Alps many decades earlier – and brought tears to the dear old Vice-President’s eyes.


  The Copenhagen Council meeting in April 1946, which was held in their elegant white and gold rococo Parliament building, also provided a delightful gastronomic surprise so soon after the War for English Parliamentarians, an experience marred only by a front page report in a Danish newspaper about a complaint by some of our English MPs about being grossly overcharged in a Copenhagen fish restaurant.


  A Bulgarian lady MP, who sat next to me at one of these superb post-war Danish banquets, proudly told me of being imprisoned during the war by the Russians but was able to gain her freedom owing to a kind-hearted gaoler who made her pregnant, thus obliging the prison authorities to release her in accordance with their practice at that time and at that prison not to keep any pregnant girls behind bars.


  This reminds me of another IPU occasion when I was again seated next to a lady Member of a Parliamentary delegation at a dinner given by Mr Speaker in the House of Commons. It was the occasion of a visit from members of the Italian Parliament arranged through the Anglo-Italian Committee of our IPU Group. The typed list of the delegation did not for some reason disclose that one of them was a girl, but I had learned of it through the Italian Embassy and when doing the table plan for submission to the Speaker’s Secretary I had placed her at one end of the long table with seating for 42 between myself and the Speaker’s Chaplain. She was Maria Teresa Folchi, Private Secretary to M Giovanni Gronchi, the Christian Democrat President of the Italian Chamber of Deputies (a president who obviously was a very good judge of private secretaries).


  As these Speaker’s dinners invariably closed down around 10pm because of the exigencies of the Parliamentary timetable, I asked Maria Teresa if she would like to visit a London night club before retiring to Claridges Hotel. She said Yes, she would and so, after coffee and brandy in the ante-room, we were preparing to leave together. At this point I suddenly realised there was some misunderstanding. Another Christopher – Christopher Shawcross MP – joined us and it quickly became clear that he had already issued a similar invitation during the aperitif period before we had sat down to dinner and that she had thought I was the same person and merely checking she hadn’t changed her mind. It was not until the following winter when I accompanied a British Parliamentary delegation to Rome that I had the pleasure of taking Maria Teresa for a night out in Rome!


  The visit to Rome was on a very VIP level and with some quite unique incidentals which undoubtedly helped to benefit relations between the Italian and British Parliaments. In the first place, our own Delegation was headed by none other than the Speaker himself, a practice which, Speaker Clifton Brown assured us, had not been exercised to his knowledge at least during the first half of the present century. We had already in fact selected a leader in the person of The Rt Hon R A Butler MP, but Mr Speaker assured us that RAB would be left to make all the necessary speeches and that he himself would merely accompany the party in an honorary capacity and probably make no speeches at all. In the event, however, he never stopped making speeches throughout the whole week. Referred to by the Italians as “L’o Speaker”, ie abbreviation for “l’Onorabile Speaker”, it was thought quite obligatory by our hosts that “Lo Speaker” should indeed speak for the whole delegation on every occasion.


  The first was a private audience of the Pope in his Vatican study. The ten of us with the Speaker in the centre, sat in gilded chairs in a semi-circle facing His Holiness and the Duty Monsignor. First the Pope made a short speech in English about the benefits of Parliamentary democracy in general and of the British Mother of Parliaments in particular. Then the Speaker felt called upon to respond with a rather longer and hesitant speech about the good works of the Roman Catholic Church in general, and its priesthood in the UK. Then acolytes went round serving out rosaries (black and white) and Medallions specially struck for the occasion. We all took one of each but R A Butler requested two of each (one set for his Parish Priest) and Lo Speaker, not to be upstaged by a mere Minister, demanded three of each (and got them).


  Informal discussion followed, His Holiness opening with a question to Lo Speaker as to what had happened to the Grosvenor Hotel where he had stayed when officiating as Papal Delegate at the Coronation of King George V. Lo Speaker had clearly never set foot in the Grosvenor Hotel – that rather sad hostelry at the back of Victoria Station – and launched into a vivid description of the splendours of Grosvenor House in Park Lane. The Pope appeared as puzzled and dubious about this development as the Bishop of Durham about the Resurrection – but Lo Speaker’s saga was constantly interrupted by telephone calls coming through on the Pope’s magnificent instrument of gold and ormolu and the hushed and angry response of the Duty Monsignor “Wrong Number!” (in Italian).


  It was then time to meet the suggestion of Mr Butler – that we should see the famous Chapel with the ceiling painted by Michelangelo. The Captain of the Guard (who keeps the key of this Chapel) was summoned. He had left it where he always kept it at night, under his pillow. The journey to his home and back occupied a full quarter hour – and the Expresso coffee apparatus of His Holiness was not yet in action.


  Later that day we were guided around St Peter’s by an Italian girl who had served as interpreter for an RAF Unit somewhere in Italy. When we came to the High Altar and positioned ourselves to look up at the stained glass window above it, our guide declared ”That is the famous portrait of the Holy Ghost. His wing-span is 475 centimetres”!


  I may have got her figure wrong – but as one who takes the view that the Holy Ghost does not get his fair share of the publicity enjoyed by the Trinity – I have always felt that girl guide should have ended up on the Holy Ghost’s public relations staff.


  The evening of that memorable day was spent at the Opera where a special gala performance was given in honour of – yes, of “Lo Speaker”. And what opera was programmed for this special occasion? The opera ‘Iris’, a Verdi opera – one which I understand has never been performed at Covent Garden – originally, I presume, because it was banned under the censorship of the Lord Chamberlain as improper – and since that censorship was abolished has remained on the black list because it is not a particularly good opera anyway. The story line was summarised for us in the gala programme – an entertainment in itself by reason of its unusual usage of the English language.


  Franco-British Parliamentary Relations


  After abandoning the British Group of the Inter-Parliamentary Union for reasons I mention elsewhere, I maintained administrative responsibility for the Franco-British Parliamentary Relations Group of Peers and MPs. This had the more limited and specialised objective of promoting good relations between the two Parliaments on either side of the Channel. As a Francophile, a devotee of French cuisine and wine, an active agent for the Channel Tunnel in the Parliamentary area, as well as a frequent visitor to St Tropez, this became more a hobby than a job.


  One of our most splendid initiatives was the special celebration, in the Parliamentary sphere, of the 50th anniversary of the Entente Cordiale. This cinquantenaire is commemorated by a special plaque on the corner of the Chancery of the French Embassy in Knightsbridge at the turning into Hyde Park. This was first discussed when I was lunching in Paris one day with P O Lepie, a French Deputé who at that time was President of the Groupe d’Amitié promoting Franco-British relations in the Assemblée Nationale – later head of the European Coal and Steel Organisation and subsequently Governor of Chad.


  He wanted my assistance in finding two British Parliamentarians to take part in some function the Sorbonne was organising in connection with this Cinquantenaire. I suggested it might also be made the occasion for an exchange of Parliamentary Delegations between London and Paris on the highest possible level, involving wreath-laying at the Arc de Triomphe and Receptions at the Elysée and Buckingham Palace, dinners given by the Presidents of the Assemblée and the Sénat and by the Speaker and Lord Chancellor; police escorts for the Delegations’ motorcades and so on and so on.


  On returning to London our Chairman and I sought the approval of Anthony Eden, then Foreign Secretary. “Yes, certainly – excellent idea! We will give you all the financial support you need – excellent! Go right ahead!”


  So, a few weeks later the traffic was stopped whilst our British Parliamentary delegation processed up the top part of the Champs Elysées to lay our wreath by the Tomb of the Unknown Soldier under the Arc de Triomphe and duly write our names in the Golden Book. A fortnight later a large French Parliamentary Delegation arrived in London to complete the celebration and with French flags flying on the bonnets of their hired Daimler saloons were escorted by a motorcycle police escort at high speed from Heathrow to Claridges.


  My executive had agreed that to ask them to lay a wreath on the Cenotaph would not be a very elegant or convenient answer to our own laying of one under the Arc de Triomphe in Paris and that a better idea would be to have them lay one on the tomb of King Edward VII (creator of the Entente Cordiale) at Windsor. This was agreed and the same cortege of flag-flying Daimlers containing the French Delegation assembled in New Palace Yard under Big Ben to collect the British Parliamentary VIPs who were to participate in the ceremony at Windsor.


  Just as we were about to leave one of the French Parliamentarians put his head out of his Daimler to inform me that Monsieur Plaisant, President of their Senate’s Foreign Affairs Committee, had apparently been left behind at Claridges and it was urgently necessary that he be re-united with their delegation before it left for Windsor. Luckily there is (and was) a telephone in New Palace Yard and I was able to make a quick call to the hall porter at Claridges (a splendidly competent character). Did he see a worried-looking French Senator pacing his hall – name Monsieur Plaisant? He did. Well, would he put him in a taxi (paid in advance) forthwith and instruct the driver to deliver him to a Daimler limousine flying a French flag, that would be waiting at Hyde Park Corner just outside the exit gates near Apsley House. I then despatched the cortege to Windsor and, taking one of the Daimlers and a police motorcyclist escort for myself went off separately to wait at Hyde Park Gate for Monsieur Plaisant in his taxi.


  In due course he arrived – “Follow me, Ducks!” the police escort called to the girl driver of the hired Daimler and off we shot down Knightsbridge and Hammersmith towards Windsor. Since our police escort treated the occasion with respect we ruthlessly ignored any red traffic lights and it was not very far beyond Hammersmith that we caught up with the Parliamentary convoy of Daimlers on its way from Westminster to Windsor. Turning to M Plaisant, I drew his attention to this example of English efficiency in dealing with an emergency. His only response was “But are we not going to take up that position in the convoy appropriate to my own position in the order of Parliamentary precedence?” We did not do any such thing!


  At the lunch party we arranged to follow the wreath-laying on the tomb of King Edward VII, there was another incident I think worthy of record. The leader of the French delegation, Monsieur Le Trocquer, who was then President of the Assemblée Nationale made a speech of intolerable length – 20 minutes or more! And one of the British MPs was unwise enough to ask for a translation. Mercifully the political leader of the French Delegation was General Corniglion-Molinier (then a Minister) who had been frequently in London during the war and was virtually bi-lingual in French and English. He rose to his feet and said crisply, “M Le Trocquer says that he is very pleased indeed to be in England” and sat down again.


  It may be that the rumours about the peculiar entertainment which M Le Trocquer was alleged to provide for his male friends when giving parties at his Official Residence and which ended his appointment as President of the Assemblée, had already begun to lower the esteem in which such a President is normally held: I refer to the notorious case of the ‘Ballets Bleus’ with their cast of under-age girls. As for M Plaisant, the President of the Senate’s Foreign Affairs Committee, his inability to leave Claridges on time with the rest of the delegation for various functions in our London programme unfortunately repeated itself on the occasion of the cocktail party given by the Queen at Buckingham Palace.


  Almost every member of the Royal Family participated and the Queen delighted the French visitors by taking up a position in the centre of the Ballroom and having at least five minutes of conversation with them in French. Indeed the President of their Group d’Amitié in the Senate, M. Luc Durand-Reville, the Senator for Gabon, said to me on leaving the Palace, “Ah! Plus que jamais je regrette Jeanne d’Arc!”


  Barbara Castle was an enthusiastic member of the Franco-British Group and the impromptu speeches she would make at various functions in France in very good idiomatic French were much appreciated. On one visit in particular when we were based at the Hotel Negresco in Nice her popularity was so spectacular that it was recorded as a film by one of our MPs – Godman Irvine (Conservative, Rye) and the film was given its Premiere by Sir Hamilton Kerr MP, Chairman of the Franco-British Parliamentary Relations Committee, at a party in his Westminster flat. The film was taken at a lunch party given by the Mayor of Menton at an open-air restaurant ‘Les Pirates’. Some thirty guests were seated at an oval table facing the blue Mediterranean and when the lobsters and champagne had been disposed of, Barbara Castle was raised horizontally and passed round the table, being embraced in turn by the admiring French Senators and Deputies (Parliamentary relations at their best?) After which she was mounted on the Restaurant’s flower-bedecked donkey and paraded round the garden. During this same visit the Hon Secretary of the French Groupe d’Amitié, the Duc de Montesquion showed particularly marked admiration for Barbara Castle – to such an extent that bets were laid on how their good relations would develop during the week, and umpires were appointed. I regard the outcome as covered by the Official Secrets Act. The invitation to the premiere of the film was entitled ‘Le Baiser de Barbara’.


  One of the most remarkable visits to France by a delegation organised by the Franco-British Parliamentary Relations Committee was one which involved an unbelievably high standard of hospitality but which had a tragic ending. This was on the eve of the UK achieving membership of the EEC.


  Lord Hore-Belisha was chosen as its leader and I suspect he thought this might possibly be some indication that he was now more favourably regarded by the establishment after the long period of exile from the Government since being dropped as Secretary of State for War by Winston Churchill in the early days of World War II.


  He asked me what opportunity the visit would provide for him to make an important speech and I replied, “Probably only one and that will be a lunch or dinner given jointly by the Presidents of the French Assemblée and Sénat.” So there and then he began to work on this speech which would be mainly concerned with our prospective entry into the EEC and almost every day before we left he would request me to submit various sections of it to appropriate experts in the Foreign Office – and after we reached France he continued to check its contents with the British Embassy and other members of the delegation.


  The French were particularly well placed on this occasion to offer generous hospitality. In France then – and still I believe – the French Parliament (unlike our own) has its own budget for entertainment which is set for the year and cannot be exceeded and cannot be carried over to the following year if not spent. For this particular year, they had laid aside a particularly large sum for a prospective visit from the Russians but at the last moment the Russians found themselves unable to come and the French Parliament had decided to divide the surplus on entertaining the two remaining delegations on their list for the budgetary year – ie the UK and the Turks.


  So the programme was a particularly lush one. Initially all the dinners and lunches not served in official premises were offered in restaurants in the 3-star Michelin category and the official banquets and receptions were clearly Grade One. Lunch on the penultimate day of the visit was being hosted at the Town Hall in Rheims by the champagne industry – the Comité Interprofessionel des Vins de Champagne – and at last this was to be the occasion for Lord Hore-Belisha’s so diligently prepared speech. The previous evening we had been entertained at the Lido Club in the Champs Elysées where representatives of British newspapers critical of MPs and Peers enjoying entertainment overseas embarrassed us by taking small tables adjoining our large one right in front of the stage and taking flashlight pictures of his Lordship against a leg-filled background of Bluebell girls. Lord Winster who accompanied Lord Hore-Belisha back to the hotel after the first of the two performances, and had an adjoining bedroom claimed that he heard the speech being rehearsed next door into the small hours.


  Arriving at Rheims the following morning the programme began with a tour of the famous Clicquot caves and a Vin d’Honneur in the Carrefour where the bin-lined tunnels under the rock meet in the centre. We then proceeded to the Town Hall where an impressive and mounted Guard of Honour was drawn up at the entrance. Inside we were received by the President of the Assemblée Nationale who was also Mayor of Rheims and introduced to the heads of the principal champagne houses, such as Krug, Bollinger, Mumm, Taittinger and also the splendidly robed Archbishop of Rheims.


  The Mayor was commendably brief (having been advised, no doubt, that Lord Hore-Belisha intended to speak at some length). Lord Hore-Belisha began with a few informal phrases and then launched into his considered speech which, by now, I and several members of our delegation knew almost by heart. But hardly had he uttered the opening sentence than he swayed and fell into the arms of the Mayor who gently lowered him to the ground on his back. For a few moments he lay motionless. Then his legs twitched just perceptibly – then lay stiff and motionless. Lord Hore-Belisha was dead – and that fact was quickly confirmed to us by the Mayor’s aide – soon followed by the Archbishop who wanted to know what was the religion of his Lordship – “because I wish to pronounce a suitable prayer over his body”.


  Well, some of us declared he was a Jew, but some mentioned that occasionally he was known to go into Retreat in a Catholic Monastery. “Alors,” said the Archbishop finally, “I will pronounce a suitable formula which will meet all possible circumstances – after which, no doubt, your delegation would like to come forward and pay homage to your distinguished colleague?” When that had been done my opposite number, the Secretary of their Parliamentary Franco-British Group d’Amitié, came with a startling and more down-to-earth message. “Alors, nous sommes obliges d’annuler le banquet!” This message was received in silent resignation but there was unquestionably relief when he came back a few minutes later to say that the decision had been changed. “Après tout, il faut manger et le menu est très simple.” The last words seemed a bit odd to those of us who already had inside information about the seven courses and the seven different champagnes. But our chairman, Sir Hugh Linstead, got the situation into proper perspective by his response, “Well, I am sure that Leslie himself (Hore-Belisha) would have wished us to carry on as if nothing had happened”. And so the several hundred guests sat down to the splendid banquet as cheerful and relieved as survivors of an air raid.


  When it was over, we were taken on a coach tour of the champagne vineyards ending up with the hospital where, thanks to French expertise in Pompes Funebres, Lord Hore-Belisha was already lying-in-state in a special room, the walls of which were hung with floral wreaths from virtually every French Cabinet Minister. Our French hosts then suggested that two members of our delegation would no doubt like to remain behind and fly back to England with the body. I expected the Chairman would ask me to be one of these, but somewhat to my surprise two members of Parliament immediately volunteered, Maurice Edelman and the Hon Greville Howard.


  The French must have been remarkably expeditious in arranging the flight – not only to England but back again – because both Maurice Edelman and Greville Howard were back in Paris next day for the final luncheon at yet another three-star restaurant, the Lasserre.


  It was sad that Lord Hore-Belisha’s speech, which was to have been broadcast ‘live’ throughout Europe went unheard. But those who were present at Rheims witnessed the tragic consequences of his attempt to make it.


  Tel Aviv And Palestine


  Shortly after the end of World War II Sir Barnett Janner MP, Chairman of the Board of Deputies of British Jews, asked me if I would be prepared to help his Zionist friends in Palestine in general and Tel Aviv in particular to get more sympathetic treatment from the Colonial Office then responsible for Palestine as a Mandated Territory. Tel Aviv’s grievance was that under its forceful ex-Russian Mayor, Mr Dizengoff, they were continually being thwarted by the Colonial Office in their determination to make Tel Aviv a fine, well-architectured city with a flourishing seaport, an up-to-date airport and an annual Trade Exhibition that would make them the industrial hub and trade centre of the Middle East. The Colonial Office obstinately insisted on treating them like some backward colonial set-up in the Congo and refused to allow them financial and other facilities to develop Tel Aviv in the way they wanted, and it would be my responsibility to interest British MPs sympathetic to such policy in pressing the British Government to adopt a more generous attitude towards loan facilities and such like and to facilitate visits of such sympathetic MPs to Palestine with that object in mind.


  I paid my first visit to Tel Aviv in 1934, combining it with a holiday in the Middle East generally together with my wife. We travelled by car (an Austin 10) via Austria to Trieste where we were to complete the journey in the SS Tel Aviv – the first (and then the only) passenger vessel of the Palestinian Mercantile Marine en route for Haifa – just down the coast from Tel Aviv and then mainly an Arab-populated city.


  After our car had been hoisted on board the Tel Aviv late on an evening in Trieste I joined the First Officer for a drink in his cabin. He came from Liverpool and told me that with his arrival the ‘Tel Aviv’ now had a crew almost completely of Jewish origin and that all its officers were also Jewish with the exception of the Captain, a retired German submarine captain. After several whiskies he invited me to seek him out on the bridge the following day.


  Next morning I duly went up to the bridge. We were already some way down the Adriatic and I was welcomed by the German Captain who spoke very good English. In due course, I asked after the officer with whom I had spent such a pleasant time the night before. The Captain replied, “He is under close arrest in his cabin,” and went on to explain that after he had been put in charge of taking the ship out of Trieste harbour at dawn it had become quickly apparent that he had no idea at all how to handle a ship, nor any navigational experience at all, that his Master’s Certificate was a forgery and so and so forth. Moreover, he had also brought with him his wife and children and was solely interested in getting a free passage for them and himself to Palestine – which he got, because there was no way in practice to dispose of them all en route. The situation would just have to be dealt with by the Palestine authorities when we finally docked at Haifa.


  This of course was the period when would-be Jewish immigrants were beginning to pour into Palestine illicitly from Germany and surrounding areas and when British troops had the disagreeable task of trying to turn them back via Cyprus or elsewhere. Before settling down to my PR work with the Local Authority officials of Tel Aviv my wife and I made a fascinating tour of the surrounding territory in our faithful Austin 10. Heading north we drove through Lebanon via Tyre and Sidon stopping at Beirut, and then on to Damascus stopping at a charming hotel in Biskra, the site of the French Government in the period of their occupation – then on via Baalbek and the Cedars of Lebanon (still in splendid condition) to Damascus. The electricity workers were on strike in that city and if in the up-market hotel where we were staying you turned on any lights and left any windows open or uncurtained it was customary for strike breakers to try and shoot the lights out.


  From there we drove back to the King David Hotel in Jerusalem to see the sights such as the Wailing Wall and the quarries from which the huge stone slabs for the Temple were extracted (by inserting dry tree trunks and then soaking their ends to make them swell irresistibly and crack the stone face into usable slabs). I also called on Gershon Agronsky, the Editor of the Palestine Post, for which Watney and Powell acted as London correspondents, and a number of Arab leaders from whom I had introductions from Alan Lennox-Boyd MP (later Lord Boyd and Colonial Secretary), who had served in Palestine as ADC to the then Governor-General and, like most British soldiers in that entourage, far better disposed towards the Arabs and their horses than to the Zionists and their kibbutzs.


  Before leaving Jerusalem we paid a short visit to Amman where Lennox-Boyd had given me an introduction to the Ruler (father of King Hussein). We travelled by night which was thought rather risky in those days and were frequently stopped by British Military patrols. Arriving in Amman we searched with difficulty for the Philadelphia Hotel and thinking we had found it at last drove up to the door and rang the bell. The man who opened the door explained it was not the Philadelphia Hotel but the Royal Palace!


  We visited several cafés around the Hotel and found most of the clientele were already bedded down on bunks in the background (perhaps smoking hashish?). But they all woke up to have a look at the unusual sight of a female customer (my wife) particularly as she was still wearing shorts for the long hot car journey!


  Next morning I put on a collar and tie and visited the Ruler in his Palace. He was charming and we had a long talk about what he considered the misguided policy of the British Government in giving excessive encouragement and licence to the Zionist settlers in Palestine. He begged me to bring this to the notice of his “great friend” the previous Governor-General, Viscount Samuel, which I promised to do because he was then the President of my special Parliamentary foster-child, the Parliamentary and Scientific Committee.


  We then finally descended on Tel Aviv and the PR commitment, unfortunately arriving late for lunch because the Austin 10 had a puncture near Lydda Airport and I was not anxious to dirty my immaculate white tropical suit by changing the wheel myself.


  The Tel Aviv Trade Fair was just about to open; it was quite impressive, like the Festival of Britain on a smaller scale. I urged my Zionist friends to concentrate on specialities of this kind, especially after the ultimate achievement of Independence. I suggested the best way of making themselves acceptable to the surrounding Arab states of Syria, Iraq, Saudi Arabia, etc was to help with the development of trade and technology etc and come to be regarded as a co-operative and valuable neighbour rather than as a potential predator.


  However, hardly had I begun my PR consultations in Tel Aviv before the General Election of 1934 in the UK was announced and I felt obliged to return at once to help Charles Watney finalise and market our very popular Election Handbook for Conservative candidates which we prepared and published at that period before Central Office began to issue their own – a much more comprehensive and cumbersome affair – valuable as a long-term reference book but rather too bulky as a quick ‘crib’ which could be kept in the pocket by a candidate continuously on the move.


  So we travelled to Egypt by road to catch a messageries maritime boat to Marseilles. It was less entertaining than the SS Tel Aviv but it enabled me to get back to London in good time for the general election.


  12. BRITISH ROAD FEDERATION


  My liaison with them began at the end of World War II when they were really beginning to make their weight felt in Whitehall and Westminster and the county councils. They had attracted membership from all the main organisations concerned with the construction, maintenance and use of roads such as the Cement and Concrete Association, the oil companies, the motor manufacturers, the Road Haulage Association, the RAC and AA and so forth. They influenced the establishment of associated bodies such as the Roads Campaign Council, the All-Party Roads Study Group, the House of Lords Roads Group (of which I personally was Secretary). They issued relentless propaganda in favour of better roads in general and motorways in particular. They issued regular and comprehensible road statistics, inspired Parliamentary Questions and supplied constructive briefs for MPs wishing to participate in Parliamentary debates about transport. In fact, many Parliamentarians agreed they formed one of the best-organised of all Parliamentary Lobbies: Lord Sandhurst was their charming and effective Chairman in the early years of my co-operation with them. He was also the Chairman of Hatch Mansfield, the wine merchants. Numerous educational tours were organised for MPs to see road developments of interest in European countries and the USA and on one occasion I had the interesting task of repaying a visit to the UK arranged by the British Road Federation for the Chief Highway Engineer of Texas which has a Highway Engineering Administration which has world-wide admiration.


  This lasted a week based on Austin (capital city of Texas) and showed the enormous advantage of having one single Highway Authority for the roads of a State with an area greater than that of the whole of the UK – whereas (as I mentioned in several speeches to Texan road enthusiasts) we in the UK had well over 1,000 Authorities!


  The only criticisms I could make of Texan Highways were that when driving by night you were shocked by the numbers of dogs, cats, rabbits and other animals lying crushed and dead on them (surprised perhaps by the continual laying of new roads and roads without fencing of any kind) and the absence of catseyes to mark the centre line of roads by night. The Chief Highway Engineer excused this on the ground that the CatsEye Manufacturers Association had tried to exact too high a price, forcing the Administration to develop a reflective white paint as a substitute (and a very inefficient one, too).


  At the end of it all I was installed as an Honorary Citizen of Texas by Governor Daniels under a gigantic Stars and Stripes in the Austin Senate House.


  13. MARKETING MATTERS


  Stamp Trading


  Towards the end of 1963 some of the leading retail store chains, such as Sainsbury and Tesco commenced a campaign against the growth of ‘trading stamp’ schemes designed to promote sales in such stores. These schemes involved participating retail stores in handing out stamps of the trading stamp organisation with which they had contracted to their customers in proportion to the value of goods purchased by the customers.


  The stamps had to be marked with a cash value and stamp books were supplied into which they could be affixed by customers up to a certain number. The stamps could subsequently be redeemed by the customers from the relevant trading stamp organisation either for their cash value or for goods listed and described in catalogues supplied by the organisation concerned. These catalogues also showed how many stamps were necessary to obtain any particular item listed therein and depots were available throughout the country where the catalogued goods were available for redemption on presentation of the requisite stamps. Alternatively, shoppers could redeem trading stamps they had collected for their marked cash value.


  The attraction of stamp trading schemes for the retail trading companies using them was that they encouraged ‘customer loyalty’. Once a customer began to collect a certain brand of trading stamp and studied their catalogues illustrating the attractive goods available for a specified number of their trading stamps, they tended to give preference to shopping only at those stores which offered the particular brand of trading stamps of which they became collectors and this naturally was resented by the chain stores which refused to incur the expense of contracting with a trading stamp company and preferred to rely on their claims that without stamps they could give better value or better quality and were prepared to rely on public appreciation of that to maintain adequate and profitable customer loyalty.


  However, there was sufficient hostility to encourage an important group of stores to urge the Government (then a Conservative one) to impose a statutory ban on stamp trading. The Government was reluctant to do so on the grounds that stamp trading was a reasonable activity for private enterprise and did not seriously interfere with competition.


  However, a Conservative MP, Sir John Osborn, got a good place in the Ballot for Private Members Bills and made it known he was prepared to consider favourably any draft Bill on the subject that the retail trade could prepare for him. Oppenheimer Nathan, Van Dyke duly obliged – and with a draft measure that proposed such a legislative straitjacket for the conduct of stamp trading that to operate under it would be uneconomic both for the providers of stamp trading projects and the chain stores entering into contracts to use them.


  Sir John Osborn insisted, though, that he would like a measure that would control and ensure fair play for all concerned but no more. So I attended very lengthy discussions between the law firms concerned and Sir John Osborn was finally presented with a Bill which I thought stood a reasonable chance of being amended during its passage through Parliament, to make it bearable for the stamp trading industry and its supporters by limiting the controls proposed to those which were clearly necessary in the public interest but no more.


  But a long struggle ensued during the Committee and Report Stages both in the Commons and Lords – particularly in the latter where the redoubtable Baroness Elliott, widow of the Rt Hon Walter Elliott MP, persisted with amendment after amendment after amendment right through to the Third Reading Debate where the House of Lords alone permits amendments to be raised and debated at that final stage.


  I had been briefed in the matter by an American firm, Sperry & Hutchinson, who had been engaged in stamp trading operations throughout the USA for several years before the Green Stamp undertaking was planning such operations in the UK. In the event, Sperry & Hutchinson decided to extend their operations to the UK if our legislation made it possible and so allied themselves with the UK Green Stamp operators and gave very wise and helpful guidance about Sir John Osborn’s legislative proposals.


  Oddly enough, Sperry & Hutchinson used Green Stamps for their USA business but agreed that if the trade became permissible in the UK under reasonable conditions they would use Pink Stamps and not their green ones over here.


  When the Bill was finally enacted they agreed it could fairly be described as a ‘Charter for Stamp Trading’ – and certainly not a chastity belt. In fact the Chairman of Sperry & Hutchinson was so delighted that his Pink Stamps had not been subjected to a sort of Boston Tea Party in reverse on arrival in Southampton and thrown overboard by the agents of disgruntled English retailers, that they invited myself and my wife to visit New York in the SS United States and spend a week as their guests in the Pierre Hotel (provided of course I was prepared to address their lawyers about how this Charter for Stamp Trading in the UK had been steered through the Mother of Parliaments!)


  The caviar supplies on SS United States were ample and generously served, the Pierre Hotel compared favourably with the Savoy and the Chairman of Sperry & Hutchinson was able to secure the attendance of some 200 of his retained lawyers for my address at the party he gave at his New Jersey home – because it coincided with that year’s Annual Meeting of the American Bar Association in New York.


  Sperry & Hutchinson employed two law firms in every State of the Union – one for work in the courts, the other for work in the State Legislatures, each of which had their own laws relating to stamp trading. Referring to the latter (their lobbyists) I said that whilst I regarded them as virtually birds of prey hovering fearsomely above their legislators, I regarded myself as little more than a specialised bird watcher in the corridors of the Palace of Westminster: I had read in the local press that one of the ‘Washington lawyers’, or lobbyists, among my audience was one able to boast of a private telephone line to President Lyndon Johnson’s study at his Texas ranch.


  Although the Trading Stamps Act of 1964 undoubtedly ended up as a charter for stamp trading schemes in the UK, its popularity was comparatively short-lived in the wider field of retail trading but by 1988 was enjoying a modest revival in the field of petrol stations. This is understandable because almost equally high standards are maintained by most brands of petrol and if motorists or members of their families become keen collectors of trading stamps and students of their catalogues they will quickly identify and patronise those filling stations which link them with their sales of petrol.


  Chocolate Biscuits – Samples


  A large manufacturer of chocolate biscuits was deeply upset by legislation extending the tax on confectionary to his chocolate biscuits because the chocolate covering exceeded so many millimetres but left other chocolate biscuits made by his competitors free of tax because their chocolate covering was a millimetre or two less. My advice to his PRO was to make up a small package with two anonymous chocolate biscuits, one subject to tax, the other free of tax, and send it with a well-argued covering letter not to MPs but to their Private Secretaries encouraging them as likely consumers of chocolate biscuits to draw the attention of their MPs to this proposed anomaly and take suitable action. This had an immediate result: the secretaries ate the biscuits, got the point. Immediately questions appeared on the Order paper and amendments were tabled to the Finance Bill – Success.


  Flower Bulb Quotas


  The quota restrictions on imported flower bulbs survived for several years after the War. It was allocated to firms in proportion to the value of such imports which various firms had established over a specific period and was set at an annual maximum of £2 million a year. It was particularly unpopular with the Dutch bulb growers whose advertising agents in the UK invited me to help them get it disposed of.


  I felt it would be difficult to get much political sympathy for a foreign interest seeking such assistance and so decided to get over the difficulty by setting up a British Trade Association of my own, the ‘British Bulb Growers Association’ with a membership of nurserymen and garden centres and so forth in the UK. These firms required bulbs for their cut flower trade and plant breeding activities and were therefore anxious to see the Dutch succeed in disposing of the bulb quota, particularly as it imposed particular difficulty on obtaining the high quality and more expensive bulbs because of the quota being fixed on a monetary basis.


  The Bulb Growers Association quickly enrolled quite a formidable membership ready and willing to urge their local MPs to help in the anti-quota campaign.


  A few members of Parliament who were enthusiastic gardeners showed themselves willing to help and on two occasions agreed to accept an invitation from the Dutch Bulb Growers to visit Holland in the spring and study the detailed working of their bulb-growing industry. They were very friendly little expeditions with a background of excellent Dutch hospitality. Unfortunately, one of our MPs was colour-blind and to whom the vast multi-coloured acreage of Dutch tulips in bloom appeared as just various shades of grey. And another failed to get an entirely satisfactory answer as to how to make tulip bulbs flower again year after year without diminishing in size – as do certain strains of daffodils and narcissus.


  Anyway, after two years of campaigning the Bulb Quota was abolished and my garden had a fantastic display of tulips which helped to compensate for the extremely modest fee charged for the campaign.


  Milk Marketing Board


  The Milk Marketing Board decided it was desirable to limit the use of the word cream as far as practical to products in which cream was a major or essential ingredient. A product calling for action in this field, particularly in the interests of the dairy industry and generally in the public interest itself, was ice cream. Tentative Government regulations proposed that ‘ice cream’ could be based on any kind of fat, vegetable as well as animal. This the Milk Marketing Board decided to oppose and Watney and Powell were asked to embark on a Parliamentary and press campaign to secure an amendment of the Regulations in that respect. Memoranda were produced with headings such as “Ice Cream in Wonderland”, “When is an ice cream not an ice cream?” etc and steps were taken to work up opposition to the Government proposals when they came before Parliament. Rather to our surprise the battle produced considerable Parliamentary excitement and at one stage even became the main subject for discussion at a crowded meeting of the 1922 Committee – the powerful Committee of Conservative back-bench MPs.


  At this point the Minister of Agriculture, John Hare, evidently telephoned the Chairman of the Milk Marketing Board, Sir Richard Trehane, and expressed the view that it was beyond the proper function of a Marketing Board to get involved in political controversy of this kind. To our regret Sir Richard was inclined to give way but the majority of the Board decided to continue the battle and in the end we achieved a compromise which for many years served the dairy industry very well. It was agreed that a new category of ice cream should be established to be known as ‘Dairy Ice Cream’ which should contain only animal fat (real cream).


  Several competent and technically advanced manufacturers decided to specialise in marketing this Dairy Ice Cream and, although slightly more expensive than ordinary ice cream (in which any kind of fat could be used), it became extremely popular and profitable. But this would never have come about but for the Parliamentary revolt.


  On another occasion the Milk Marketing Board was worried about new legislation amending the Weights and Measures Act and affecting sales of milk in automatic machines. At that time it was not legal to sell milk in quantities of less than a half-pint and there was no coin in the currency which could be put into an automatic machine to obtain a half-pint carton of milk at a reasonable (but not exorbitant) profit.


  We attempted to arouse interest in the problem during the passage of the Weights and Measures Bill through the Commons, but without success, and it became clear that some civil servant or group of civil servants advising Ministers on the issue had extremely firm views about the sale of milk in automatic machines in cartons of less than a half-pint. The argument put forward was that if such containers became available through automatic machines, some kind of black market would develop in them and the public interest would suffer.


  Fortunately, a number of Peers were sympathetic to the Milk Marketing Board’s case and we were able to ensure that it was raised in the House of Lords at every stage of the Bill in that House: Second Reading, Committee Stage, Report Stage and Third Reading. At all the first three stages we got the same dusty answer from the Front Bench but every time their Lordships seemed less impressed by the danger of this black market in small cartons of milk laboriously extracted from automatic machines at 6d each. And finally on Third Reading, at which stage it is possible only in the Lords to raise amendments, did the Minister graciously agree to accept our draft which now carried the proviso that in the case of all milk sales from automatic machines the precise volume of the carton must be clearly stated both on the machine and the carton itself.


  Fireworks and Matches


  For many years I enjoyed acting as Parliamentary Adviser to Bryant & May, the match manufacturers, and later to the British Match Corporation as well. One of their main concerns in the Parliamentary sphere was the Budget and Finance Bill insofar as they might involve alterations being made in the Customs and Excise Duties on matches and mechanical lighters respectively.


  Bryant & May rather liked there to be some duty imposed on matches because that helped to reduce the difference between the price at which their own matches could be sold in the home market at a reasonable profit and the cheaper price of matches imported from foreign countries where labour was cheaper, e.g. Russia. But they did insist that there should be a fair relationship between the duties on matches and the duties on disposable mechanical lighters and that the latter should be based on the number of lights that could be obtained from a disposable lighter during its lifetime and the lights that could be obtained from dutiable quantities of matches. Careful estimates were made of these comparative figures in order to provide the basis for Parliamentary arguments on the Finance Bill if the match industry came to the conclusion that a Budgetary change in these duties gave an unfair advantage to the disposable lighters. And after well-argued and persistent argument in Parliament the Government usually agreed to a satisfactory amendment.


  But a new issue arose where the economic position of the Firework Industry (closely allied to the match industry) was threatened by Government legislation designed to reduce injuries to children and others on Guy Fawkes Day and similar occasions. Drastic regulations were proposed about the sale of fireworks to children below a certain age, to the content of explosive in certain types of firework and so forth and there was a campaign directed at MPs by various organisations to ban private use of fireworks altogether and to limit firework displays to those given in public under the control of approved authorities.


  At an early meeting of representatives of the industry to discuss how this threat should be dealt with I suggested the setting up of a Firework Manufacturers Safety Association which would obtain agreement throughout the industry about the limitation to be imposed on the open sale of certain types of particularly dangerous fireworks and the drafting of Safety Codes for the private use of fireworks and the provision of publicity for such codes, particularly in schools and on television. I am glad to say this was adopted and has proved very satisfactory to the industry, to the Government and the public.


  In reply to the spate of questions in Parliament every November about injuries resulting from Guy Fawkes Day firework displays, the Home Secretary has been able to make appreciative references to the good work being done by the Safety Association – with the result that legislation imposing unnecessary restrictions on the firework industry has been averted.


  14. MEDICAL MATTERS


  Ophthalmic Opticians


  The ophthalmic opticians first sought my help when they embarked on their campaign for registration. This matter had been examined by a Departmental Committee under the Chairmanship of Lord Crook and had come out in favour of the opticians’ claim, despite rumblings of opposition (but not very forceful) from the medical profession. The Government (Ministry of Health) indicated that it was prepared to introduce the necessary legislation but kept procrastinating on the grounds that there was not sufficient Parliamentary time available in the foreseeable future.


  Finally, they made it known that if a backbench MP was prepared to bring it forward as a Private Member’s Bill (for which a separate, but very restricted, timetable is earmarked) the Government would be supportive. That year a Conservative, Sir Ronald Russell MP, got a good place in the Ballot for Private Members Bills and agreed to take it on. It was my job to ensure that he succeeded – and despite a fair amount of criticism and opposition in both Houses, he did – greatly to the benefit of the optical well-being of the British public.


  But it has remained a controversial area and for several years three Peers, Lord Rugby, Lord Orr-Ewing and Lord Northfield have been protesting in the House of Lords that the ophthalmic opticians have been exploiting the monopoly they obtained under this legislation and that ophthalmic appliances are unnecessarily expensive in consequence. To some extent this point has been met by amending legislation brought in by the Government in 1987. But it remains to be seen whether the greater opportunities now opened up for the commercial exploitation of optical services will work out entirely in the public interest.


  Dental Technicians


  I was involved in an unusual Parliamentary battle about the status and permitted activities of dental technicians. The occasion was a Government Bill to update the Dentists Act. The dental technicians, apart from those employed in hospitals or who are self-employed on repairing dentures and similar equipment, are mostly employed by dental practitioners and emerge from their basements or similar parts of the premises far from the dental chair facing the bow windows and the waiting room with the glossy magazines, to deliver a denture, a bridge or whatnot which they have constructed with the help of a wax impression taken from the patient’s jaw by the dentist himself.


  The Dental Technicians’ battle cry was “Access to the Mouth”! – by which they meant that they themselves wanted to be sure that the ‘impressions’ were good and accurate ones and that the dentures they constructed from them fitted well and comfortably and securely in the patient’s mouth. This demand was strenuously resisted by the dentists themselves or at any rate by a sufficient majority of them to make that the policy of their profession.


  It was not easy to find support in Parliament for the dental technicians’ point of view from authoritative sources but there were at least some exceptions – such as (to the best of my recollection, the Chief Dental Officer of the GLC and a retired Chief of the Army Dental Service). And we had at least one formidable Member of Parliament on our side, Mr W J Brown, the Labour Member for Rugby and the Secretary of one of the most powerful Civil Service Trade Unions, the Civil Service Clerical Association. W J Brown actually owned, and his mouth was occupied by, an admirable and efficient set of dentures which had been made for him and fitted into his mouth by a dental technician without any supervision by a qualified dental practitioner. This, of course, could only have been done in defiance of the existing law relating to dentistry in the UK, but no attempt had been, nor was ever, made to bring any charge against either W J Brown MP or his dental technician.


  The dentists argued that patients might pick up infections or contagious diseases if technicians were allowed direct access to their mouths. The technicians pointed out that they had been in the business of fitting dentures long before conservative dentistry had appeared on the scene. And at some of the small discussion dinner parties they gave to some sympathetic MPs they would circulate for inspection some superb examples of ivory dentures made for members of the French Aristocracy in the 17th and 18th centuries.


  But alas the new Dentists Bill reached the Statute Book without giving the technicians their much desired “Access to the Mouth” and dentists continued in some parts of the country, particularly the North, to persuade young girls to have all their badly-maintained teeth extracted and replaced by dentures made very inexpensively by dental technicians at a very satisfactory profit to their employers.


  15. BBC


  Watney and Powell had very happy relations with the BBC in the 1930s when Gladstone Murray was their public relations director and Sir John Reith (later Lord Reith) was chairman.


  Sir John Reith set very high standards and was determined to maintain the goodwill of the public in general and of Parliament in particular. But he was equally determined to maintain the BBC’s monopoly and whenever some local authority was bold enough to seek broadcasting powers in a Private Bill submitted to Parliament, we were instructed to take all possible steps to ensure that the offending clause was deleted before that Bill reached the Statute Book. And that was invariably done because Members of Parliament as a whole were satisfied with what the BBC was achieving – particularly as broadcasting was still a comparative novelty and the BBC’s service gave general satisfaction.


  When Watney and Powell were acting as Parliamentary consultants for the BBC it was in co-operation with Gladstone Murray. At that period the BBC Charter used to come up for review and a full day’s debate in Parliament annually. It was one of our special duties to ensure that an adequate number of MPs were properly briefed if inclined to participate on such occasions. Strange as it may sound our work in this connection was quite usefully facilitated by Henry Hall’s famous Dance Band!


  When Gladstone Murray joined the BBC he took a special interest in the establishment of the Radio Times and when the question of his remuneration arose it was evidently agreed that part thereof should be based on the revenue or profits of the Radio Times. In consequence he became one of the highest paid members of the Corporation’s staff. With the aid of this he was able to live in a very spacious and agreeable house in Avenue Road, Hampstead, where – to assist his public relations work – he and his wife gave evening parties on many Fridays throughout the London season and arranged for Henry Hall’s BBC Dance Band to provide the music at them.


  In those days Henry Hall’s Dance Band was very much ‘with it’, and quite a number of the teenage children of eminent MPs would put pressure on their parents to try and arrange invitations to these parties in Avenue Road. The result was that many of these MPs who were knowledgeable about our BBC connection or who had learned of it from colleagues would regard us as a suitable channel through which to get the invitations their children appeared eager to have. It was hardly surprising, later in the year when the annual debate on the BBC Charter appeared on the Parliamentary programme, for us to be asked by quite a number of MPs if we could possibly provide a suitable brief to enable them to take part in it. This was indeed Parliamentary Relations without tears.


  But I was not a little amused many years later when Government legislation was introduced to set up an independent commercial broadcasting service in competition with the BBC, to learn that Lord Reith was protesting vigorously about the intensive lobbying which had been conducted in support of their new competition with the hitherto monopolistic BBC!


  16. PENHURST AND SHARE FARM


  Having spent my childhood in a country house on the outskirts of Stony Stratford in North Buckinghamshire, with fields running down to the Great Ouse, a large garden with plenty of climbable trees and the Whaddon Chase and Grafton Hunts available for children as well as pink-coated bankers training down from London with their grooms and horses, I naturally felt something lacking when I settled in Chelsea to work with Charles Watney as a Parliamentary Consultant after abandoning the Navy in 1928/9. And although my income did not really justify it, I was able to establish a country week-end hide-out from 1932 onwards.


  The first was at Penhurst Fields in a remote part of the unspoilt Ashburnham Estate near Battle in East Sussex. The second, from the outbreak of World War II, has been at Share Farm in the Weald of Kent near Horsmonden (spelt as with horses and not as with whores – as supposed by some traders when given the address over the telephone!).


  Penhurst Fields I discovered by accident some months before I had decided that I could not do without a country cottage. I had been spending a Whitsun weekend in a converted barn near Rye – converted by the same amorous architect who had converted the slum cottage in Godfrey Street, Chelsea, where I was living at that time. I had driven into the country behind Rye with one of his friends. We were looking for somewhere to picnic in the vicinity of Dallington or Brightling where the famous English eccentric John Fuller had erected several of his famous Follies – a Hermit’s Cone at Dallington, where he maintained a resident Hermit under contract not to cut his hair or nails, and a huge stone Pyramid in Brightling Churchyard in which he was entombed upside-down so as to be the right way up when the world was turned upside-down at Doomsday.


  We stopped on a grass verge and walked down into an extensive oak forest carpeted with primroses, bluebells and wild garlic and occasionally disclosing some wild fallow deer. Suddenly, the sky turned black, and a heavy and prolonged thunder shower fell. And there, on the edge of the forest appeared a long low block of four stone-built cottages providing very welcome shelter. Three were empty and the fourth was occupied by a gamekeeper rejoicing in the name of Veness (pronounced Venus). He told me they had been built many decades ago by one of the Earls of Ashburnham but had proved very unpopular because so inaccessible. Ashburnham Place was currently occupied by Lady Catherine Ashburnham who had come out of a nunnery to take over the property as the last of the Ashburnham family – and Veness gave me the name and address of her agent and cousin, Dick Bickersteth in case I was interested.


  I was more than interested. I was fascinated – and even more so when Dick Bickersteth told me that I was welcome to a lease of the three empty ones if I wished. The rent would be 2/- per week – the running rate for agricultural workers’ cottages on the estate, but he would be prepared to delete one of the clauses in the standard form of such leases, namely that the tenant should attend the village church every Sunday! I decided 6/- per week was bearable and so became the tenant of Penhurst Fields, East Sussex, an address which the Post Office accepted, subject to delivering letters no further than the nearest farm, two ten-acre fields away – on a narrow lane occupied by a bearded farmer and his good-natured hunch-backed son, who was always prepared to come down with a tractor over his two ten-acre fields to rescue me and my car if I had rashly driven down to the cottages over those grass fields which quickly became impassable to a car after heavy rain.


  Anyway, Penhurst Fields quickly became an ideal and romantic weekend retreat for myself and weekend guests active enough to face the long approach over the fields (in gumboots if necessary) carrying their suitcases and food supplies and prepared to help pump the water from the well up to the storage tank.


  And I was fortunate enough to find a young man living locally who was able to act not only as a gardener but as an indoor servant as well. This paragon had been brought up as an orphan at Coram’s Homes in London and was so highly thought of there that he was given the surname of Coram and on completing his education became a ‘gentleman’s gentleman’ for a series of Peers whom he accompanied on World Tours. Tiring of such employment, he sought a job in the country and when I heard of him, was living with the forester who looked after the forest known as Creep Wood which backed on to my cottages. The forester lived in the Tower House on the edge of Ashburnham Park – one of the follies of a Victorian Earl of Ashburnham, consisting of nothing but a mock mediaeval tower containing living-rooms.


  Coram spent the week hacking down the undergrowth and constructing a garden around the cottages but at the weekend he would, if required, put on a striped coat and wait at table. He was indispensable and it was only because as a Territorial he was called up on the outbreak of World War II I felt obliged to abandon Penhurst Fields and find more accessible weekend accommodation. Whichever Earl of Ashburnham was responsible for building this block of four cottages known as Penhurst Fields had certainly made a solid job of it. The walls were of stone blocks about 18” thick and the roofing of heavy tiles which stood up to the strongest gales. The land suitable for clearance into a terrace, a lawn and a garden sloped southwards down to the forest and so quickly disposed of storm water.


  The deep well at the back provided a permanent supply of the purest water; and when the weather stayed dry long enough, viable access by car became available along one of the rides through the forest in front as an alternative to the exacting trek down over the two ten-acre fields leading up to the farm on the lane above. The approach through the forest of trees was dramatic and much admired. The trek down over the fields carrying luggage was less popular but so long as we were all young enough in years or spirit it was tolerated as an eccentricity.


  It was by the forest ride that the furniture was in due course brought in by a removal van drawn by two splendid horses (in 1930 if you please) taking two days to cover the fifty-mile journey from London and requiring much use of whips and shouting to manage the last short steep slope up to the cottages. The furniture was of necessity very simple utility stuff but helped out with some contemporary paintings by kind Chelsea friends and a collection of heavily embroidered vestments of the Greek Orthodox Church (picked up cheaply at the auction of the contents of a Studio in St John’s Wood that had belonged to a well-known but not very distinguished Academician) it was sufficient to give ‘a certain ambience’ to a building which itself developed personality and charm as its conversion proceeded.


  The conversion of the cottages and the construction of its garden was carried out almost entirely by myself and weekend guests, helped out by the indispensable Coram and occasionally by a local builder, who doubled as Undertaker in the village of Brightling. No electricians were needed as there was no electrical supply. No plumbing was necessary apart from the installation of a water storage tank (filled from the well by a hand pump operated by weekend guests). The rest I did myself with good quality garden hosepipe fixed around the skirting-boards and wire-bound to the taps of each bedroom washbasin (no trouble from bursting pipes in winter). Lavatories were chemical and tended by Coram.


  Conversion involved much demolition with 20lb hammers and pick-axes and spikes – a building activity I have always enjoyed since childhood with its continual and exciting opening-up of new vistas and spaces. Within a few months of my arrival the Venesses moved out to a more convenient home up on the lane after which I had the whole building at my disposal. The cottage at one end I gutted completely and made into a large studio living-room with a small balcony bedroom at one end with access by a step ladder. The cottage at the other end was emptied to contain one large bedroom running up to roof height including a small decorative Juliet balcony with a dressing table and a splendid view over the forest, supported on either side by two access ladders. The rest of that cottage housed the dining room and kitchen. The two end cottages were then joined by a long passage on the south side of the other two, which left space for two ground-floor bedrooms and two more above.


  The garden was kept as simple and easy to maintain as possible – a paved terrace in front – 60 foot long – 10 foot wide with a low stone wall and low-clipped hedge (of lonicera nitida) in front of the building and below that a herbaceous border the full length and about 8 foot wide; below that a lawn about 60 foot square sloping down towards the forest. Some very old apple trees were allowed to survive – a line of them running down the west boundary and a single very fine one providing a centrepiece on the front terrace and agreeable shade for summer lunches. Apple antiquarians paid occasional visits to try and identify them but there seemed no agreement on the subject. All we ourselves discovered was that they had very beautiful blossom, cheerful reddish-coloured apples when ripe, but so tough and tasteless that we were happy to leave them to the pheasants which would fly out from the forest in the autumn and sit pecking at them from the branches, evidently confident that we were unarmed!


  At the same time of the year there came peculiar grunting noises from the forest – evidence that it was the rutting season for the wild deer that had taken permanent refuge there after escaping (so it was said) many years ago from the park of Ashburnham Place with its three large lakes on descending levels and its two-mile drive from the elegant wrought-iron entrance gates between pillars surmounted by two elegant heraldic deer, modelled perhaps on ancestors of those that now ran wild and rutted in the forest below?


  Penhurst Fields was a wonderful hideaway for relaxation after long days at Westminster when Parliament was in session and where Charles Watney always insisted that, as Junior Partner of our two-man firm, it was my duty to go back to the Lobby in the evenings and stay there till the House rose – usually around 10.30pm. Our interests were sufficiently various to ensure that I was kept busy during those late hours soaking up knowledge of Parliamentary practice and the views of MPs about current political issues and legislation. And in those pre-war days there was at least a friendly bar available to Strangers, off the Committee corridor, but unfortunately closed down in consequence of the well-meaning activities of A P Herbert (before he became an MP). A P Herbert held strong views about the inconvenience and unsociability of the English licensing laws and thought that reform would be hastened by publicising the fact that Parliament, although obstinately refusing to amend these licensing laws, shamelessly permitted them to be ignored on their own premises by Members, Officials and Strangers alike.


  In pursuit of this publicity campaign A P Herbert, as far as I remember, brought a private prosecution against the Chairman and Members of the House of Commons Kitchen Committee for conducting the sale of alcoholic liquor to the public outside permitted hours. Unfortunately, the case came on when Parliament was not sitting and did not hit the headlines. But worse still was the decision that Parliament conducted its affairs in the Palace of Westminster: that the Palace of Westminster was still in effect a Royal Palace and therefore entirely exempt from the licensing laws. The only concrete result was that Parliament decided it would restrict the use of all its Bars to Members and Officials and only allow Strangers to consume alcoholic liquor in them as guests of the former.


  But, to return to Penhurst Fields, I must record the inclusion in its guest list during the years immediately preceding the outbreak of World War II of several of the talented and charming members of Col de Basil’s Russian Ballet Company. This came about because at that time my second wife – Jeanette Rutherston – was Ballet Critic of the Dancing Times, which led to free tickets for Covent Garden Ballet whenever we asked. Jeanette was a small, compact ball of enormous energy, with a family much involved in the Arts. Her father, Charles Rutherston, a Bradford wool merchant, was a collector of art, specialising in contemporary painting and ancient Chinese ceramics and artefacts. As Jeanette showed insufficient interest in the former he left it all to the Manchester Art Gallery with the condition that selected pictures should be loaned for certain periods to Schools of Art and other educational establishments in Lancashire and Yorkshire. Her two uncles, Sir William Rotherstein and Albert Rutherston, were both distinguished painters. (Sir William, unlike his two brothers, decided against the change of name at the end of World War I). Sir William’s oldest son, Sir John Rotherstein, was for many years Director of the Tate Gallery. Jeannette in her youth took up physical training and games in a big way. She played lacrosse for England and was invited to play cricket against Australia for an English Ladies XI. Later she took to European Dancing under Madame Bodenwieser in Vienna and started a European Dance School of her own in London with another Bodenwieser pupil, Trudl Dubsky.


  Anyway, her regular attendance at Covent Garden on ballet nights and her critical articles in the Dancing Times led – in the summer months at least – to a fairly regular attendance of ballet dancers and choreographers at Penhurst Fields. Two of Col de Basil’s ‘Baby Ballerinas’ put in several appearances, Tamara Roumamora, the dark classical beauty, and Tatiana Riabouchinska, who would arrive at Penhurst in a vast open Cadillac which her then young and handsome husband, David Lichine (choreographer and leading dancer) would drive over our protecting grass fields with true Cossack impetuosity. Others included Shoura Danilova, Doyenne of the De Basil Ballerinas and Sono Osato, a brilliant little dancer with the mobility of a kitten, the child of a Japanese father and American mother living in Chicago. Two young dancers with the De Basil Company also became Penhurst enthusiasts and determined walkers in the forest, bringing back huge pickings of bluebells – and later lilies of the valley which had strangely planted, sowed or naturalised themselves under bracken compost just beyond the fine plantation of Scotch pines which formed a noble crown at the top.


  One of these visitors only escaped serious damage one night when he had been bedded down in the Gallery Bedroom at one end of the big Studio living room. Seeking the lavatory in the middle of the night, he lit a candle and gingerly approached the ladder to get down to ground level. Opposite him at the far end of the studio hung a long mirror and in this, by the flickering light of the candle and the glow of the dying log fire, he interpreted his own image as an intruder breaking in from outside. Panicking, he turned round and jumped out of a small back window, falling on to the glass roof of a greenhouse and crashing through it to the floor. It must have been his balletic expertise that enabled him to achieve this with nothing more than a few scratches!


  With the outbreak of World War II, the indispensable Coram went off to his duties as a Territorial, and I felt obliged to give up the lease of Penhurst Fields as being no longer a practical proposition for weekends. And some time after that Lady Catherine Ashburnham died – the last of the Ashburnhams to occupy the family seat of Ashburnham Place which was converted into a religious seminary of some kind and all the outlying land and farms, including Penhurst Fields, sold off to a development company. When, out of curiosity, I revisited Penhurst some years after the war, all the splendid oak forest had been felled and replaced with a dull dark green carpet of unlovely conifers. Worse still, a road had been bulldozed out to give ‘proper’ access to the cottages; electricity and water had been laid on and even a tentative invasion of gnomelike objects had begun to invade the now semi-suburbanised garden. Oh dear! The magic weekends at Penhurst Fields (1932–39) were now just memories – turned to dust, gnomes and conifers – and I must turn to the quite different delights of its successor, Share Farm, in the Weald of Kent.


  “I doubt if Share Farm will suit you,” said the agent, handing us a list of potential weekend homes to inspect in the first months of World War II. “It is a bit run down and rather remote!”


  But that was precisely what we were looking for and on a cold sunny day in the winter of 1939–40, Share Farm, although set in a valley surrounded by rectangular orchards and rectangular hop gardens and without any of the unspoiled woodland wildness of Penhurst, had certain qualities and possibilities which we could not resist.


  Approached by a rough farm track off a country lane and looking south west over a valley containing the River Teise and an unusual double-moated mediaeval farmstead site it comprised a tiled cattle barn and tiled farmhouse (both built about 1700) as well as a working Oast House, a stable building and a bungalow being used for hoppers huts. Although not in first-class condition, all these buildings appeared to be adaptable for residential use of some kind after repair, and the bankrupt farmer who was the vendor was only asking £2,000 for all of them together with 50 acres of good land. We decided to buy and completion of the deal was signed on Leap Year’s Day, 29th February, 1940.


  A local builder began conversion work on the Oast House immediately and was just able to complete it before June when France fell and all private building work in the UK was stopped to allow the building trade to be concentrated on works connected with defence. I myself had already taken up my wartime appointment to the Press Censorship under its first Chief Press Censor, Vice Admiral Usborne, but I was able, on occasional free days, to get down to Share Farm and supervise Mr Woodgate’s operations on the Oast House.


  Mr Larkin, the farmer from whom I had bought, was continuing to cultivate my 50 acres and a Radar Station had been set up in one of the valley fields manned by a dozen soldiers of the Canadian Army Signal Corps who had been billeted in the empty Farmhouse. They were charming, well-behaved soldiers who, unlike so many British military billetees (who vandalised their billets) set to and whitewashed the place throughout, thus helping me to visualise its residential possibilities when the War finally ended. But the Sergeant in charge confided to me that in his opinion they were wasting their time in Share Farm Valley, obstructed as it was by the steep ridge to the south on which stood the village of Goudhurst. I thought it would be interesting to look into this and got a permit from the War Office to inspect the Radar Station on my land.


  Putting on a collar and tie, I walked over – was saluted by the Sergeant and entered the cabin where an inked needle was making a wildly erratic graph on a small chart. “What does that signify?” I asked. “A plane moving overhead,” replied the Sergeant. “Moving which way,” I responded, “Coming in from the coast or going out?” “Oh, we have to go outside and look to find out about that,” replied the Sergeant – and so outside we went – to observe a plane with British markings flying southwards over the Goudhurst hill towards the coast!


  Shortly afterwards, I was not surprised that the Canadians and their Radar Set were moved elsewhere leaving the two immaculately whitewashed farmhouse cottages to lend to any friends who wanted one for a primitive picnicking wartime weekend. And several did, whetting our appetite to do a proper conversion job on them as soon as the war ended or wartime restrictions on private building activities were relaxed.


  Meanwhile, we installed a very old gardener (Mr Butcher) and his wife in one of the cottages vacated by the Canadian soldiers, had a kitchen garden made and kept a friendly Jersey cow (Buttercup) which produced welcome and exchangeable butter and we had a first-class view of the Battle of Britain being waged overhead when I could get away from the Press Censorship for a weekend, which was every other one after I was promoted to the grade of Director. Air raids were not especially dangerous in the Weald of Kent which in general was only the target area for bombs when the German planes had been frustrated in a projected attack on London and were dropping them at random on their way back to Europe just to lighten their load. And sometimes in the event of daylight raids there would be air battles and self-ejecting pilots parachuting down to ground. These were usually looked after by the Home Guard but on one occasion when a parachuting pilot landed in a field close to Share Farm and a fair distance from the nearest Home Guard base, Jeannette insisted on running to his arrest or assistance armed with a shotgun “in case”; but the Home Guard beat her to it and it was a British pilot – not a German one!


  When the VI attacks were launched later in the War they provided far more regular entertainment by day over the Weald of Kent. Those that survived the anti-aircraft barrage on the coast were pursued by fighters until they reached the barrage balloon cordon to the South and East of London. It was fascinating to watch the fighters pursuing the noisy V1s in a cloudless sky. The difference in speed was marginal and it was only on rare occasions that the fighter got near enough to the VI to shoot it down. But not one ever fell on our Share Farm buildings although I can recall about half a dozen falling within a mile or two and then only in open ground.


  Looking through the visitors book for the War period I see there were guests fairly regularly every fortnight – mostly old friends still living and working in London, delighted to have a short respite from the bombing, fresh butter and cream from Evergreen or Buttercup, fresh vegetables from the garden and the remains of a pre-war cellar.


  After the war, building became possible again and gradually over the next forty years the barn, the stable, the farmhouse and the bungalow that had been used as hoppers’ huts were renovated and adapted to residential use. Building became my regular week-end recreation and I found that a very large proportion could be undertaken by myself aided by a whole-time gardener who also had capabilities as a bricklayer, joiner, painter and so forth; and being able to offer such a man and his wife accommodation in the converted bungalow I have never had much difficulty in finding and retaining the services of such craftsmen.


  I can recall only one ghastly exception. A vacancy occurred shortly before we were due to take our long summer holiday abroad, and only one possible applicant arrived in reply to our advertisement. He was a large, powerful man with a chest covered thickly with black hair through which it was just possible to see a tattooed cross on which a tattooed Christ appeared to writhe as he breathed. I asked for references and he produced from his trouser pocket a stained folded letter with a rather grand address and signature, containing a single sentence: “Dear Fred, Thanks very much for the pheasants.” I engaged him but as time passed I regretfully noticed, on arrival at the weekends, that no material work at all appeared to have been done. Seeking to get the situation in hand in a tactful way I told him it would be helpful to me if he could keep a diary showing how his activities were being divided between work on the garden (not deductible for tax) and work on the farm (tax-deductible). His first response was a letter giving notice – which I accepted and he left.


  Then followed a second response. Driving up to London the following Monday our car began to falter and emit dark smoke from the exhaust pipe, finally weakening to such an extent we took it into a suburban garage and hired a taxi for the rest of the journey. A telephone call came later from the garage. “Your car has been sabotaged. The cylinder linings are badly scored and the oil in the sump is full of small pieces of a carborundum stone used for sharpening garden tools.”! The saboteur and his wife had left before our next visit to Share Farm but further acts of sabotage duly appeared. All the lawns had been scattered with gravel to ensure damage to the lawnmower when next used. Four geese continued to sit on their eggs beyond the proper hatching date. I lifted one off. The eggs had been replaced with stones. The next gardener’s wife was unable to get the oven fire going. Its chimney had been blocked some 10 feet down from the top by a tightly wired bundle of sacking! Next time we took references more seriously!


  However, this was an exception and the development of Share Farm has been largely due to the combined efforts of myself and our current gardener-maintenance man. The only exceptions have been some major operations calling for special technology such as a large conservatory and indoor swimming pool as well as a new wing and staircase for the Oast.


  Luckily, as much of the work was done before the planning laws came into force there were no difficulties on that account.


  The conversion of the bungalow from pigsties however was a different matter. I employed an architect and duly applied for planning permission. This was granted subject to what I thought a strange condition – “provided no objection is raised by the Ministry of Agriculture” – and in due course four representatives from that Ministry arrived in a large Humber saloon to inspect the doomed pigsties. Their verdict? “No objection to the proposed conversion to a residential building on condition you provide suitable alternative accommodation for your pigs” – and this at a time when it was practically impossible to keep pigs commercially except at a loss! Luckily I had already constructed a building suitable for deep-litter hens which was easily adaptable as a house for breeding sows. The deep-litter hens were spending much more of their time plucking out each other’s tail feathers than laying eggs. The remedy suggested was that the hens should be fitted with red-glazed spectacles – which made them look remarkably silly but did reduce the feather picking to some extent. It was however apparently equally discouraging to the laying of eggs.


  With World War II over it was possible to speed up improvement work in all Share Farm buildings. With the aid of my gardener I put a floor into the barn leaving space for storage on the ground level about 6 ft high. I got the timber for the floor from a demolition company, joists 9” x 4” and 18 ft long, which could rest at two-foot intervals on the main horizontal oak beams of the barn’s original structure. We fixed the floorboards at two levels leaving about a third two feet below the rest to provide a special area around the fireplace and a dais at the other end to provide a platform for a king-size double divan. I constructed the large open fireplace myself, building up from the ground level in concrete blocks and finishing in brickwork using an ample quantity of firebricks and insulating bricks. We lined the walls with chipboard well backed by insulation and left the windows to an outside firm. The centre part of the barn floor we made adaptable as a stage with curtains at front and back and spotlights supplied by Strand Electric. This was for our daughter, Camilla, who was having a balletic education at the Arts Educational School and then Elmhirst Ballet School. She and her friends would occasionally give performances there to entertain our guests.


  Finally, I built a long passage to connect the barn with the oast and the stable which provided two bedrooms and a bathroom as a guest suite. In due course, however, we found we had more guest accommodation that we needed for the numbers of guests we could afford and decided to make the barn, the stable and the two farmhouse cottages available to friends (for weekends only) prepared to contribute a modest amount towards the cost of keeping up the whole establishment and gardens in good order. The Tax Inspector agreed that income from this source would not be taxable provided it was on a non-profit basis – an arrangement which was agreeable both to us and our friends. It ensured complete peace during the week and agreeable social life at the weekends.


  Among those who occupied one of the farmhouse cottages under this arrangement were Margaret and Denis Thatcher, who spent some two years there whilst looking for a suitable country house of their own in the area. Margaret did the cooking and Denis applied the knowledge he had picked up in the chemical industry to maintaining the lawns and walled garden of Share Farm Cottage (East). They were delightful guests to have around at the weekends. Already a Conservative, I soon became an addict of Margaret Thatcher’s brand of Conservatism. I shall always have happy memories of her with shoes off, lying on one of the sofas in the living room of our Oast House, sipping her whisky and conducting a monologue about what Conservative policy should be. On a fine summer’s day the act would be repeated with Margaret lying on a chaise-longue on our lawn looking across over our Moat Field containing the double-moated early mediaeval farmstead site which was built to provide protection during the raids conducted by the Vikings across the Channel after they had taken possession of Normandy and could bring their boats right up the River Rother into the heart of Kent.


  We missed Margaret and Denis when they finally found a country home in Lamberhurst but they were near enough to come over for dinner from time to time but now with Margaret as a Cabinet Minister in the Heath Government she had to be accompanied by two plain-clothes detectives. Later, when she had been elected as Chairman of the Conservative Party and it was clear she would be leading the Conservatives at the next general election it became an endearing habit of Denis Thatcher always to refer to her as “Our future Prime Minster” when he thought it time to close down a cocktail party at their Lamberhurst house and free her to prepare for some essential party political function.


  
    
      
        — EPILOGUE —



        The Commander died on 2nd May, 1989 aged 85, and the obituary which summed up his extraordinary career most precisely was published in the Daily Telegraph which commented:


        “The key to his success as a lobbyist was a meticulous eye for the detail of legislation and an expert knowledge of procedure, which enabled him to devise, often more quickly than many MPs, the most effective ways of introducing proposals…”


        “His detailed understanding of Parliament – and his extensive contacts among MPs and peers – gave him unrivalled influence on political debate”.


        The Telegraph recalled that when the Commander was developing his lobbying business after the second world war – “he was treading on the sensitive ground of Parliamentary privilege”.


        “In 1949 Mr Woodrow Wyatt, then a Labour MP, accused Powell of running a lobbying agency on American principles and called for his activities to be investigated. The episode involved exchanges in the Commons and a statement by Speaker Mr Clifton-Brown over allegations that Powell tried to prevent an MP from entering a Standing Committee.


        “This led to his resignation as secretary of the British section of the Inter-Parliamentary Union, a job he had held since 1945. The Speaker said that ‘undesirable or unfair results’ might arise – though none had to date – if Powell continued to hold the post, while engaged in political lobbying”.


        An obituary in The Times recalled that the Speaker, in making his statement, described the Commander as “a zealous and effective secretary”.


        The Times also recalled another controversy involving the Commander – the campaign to abolish or reform Purchase Tax. By the time of his death, however, the truth had emerged about the role of Sir Gerald Nabarro MP, who had tabled the hundreds of Parliamentary question to the Chancellor of the Exchequer. The obituary writer reported that “all the questions were drafted by Powell”. In his typically bombastic autobiography, Nab 1 – Portrait of a Politician, published by the even more untruthful Robert Maxwell in 1969, Nabarro failed to make any reference to the Commander.


        PR Week, the journal of the public relations industry, described Christopher as “The doyen of Britain’s political lobbyists”. It recalled that he was a friend of Mrs Thatcher, having known her for 20 years and had a very high opinion of her. The article continued:


        “Evie Soames, Charles Barker Watney & Powell managing director and Powell’s boss for 14 years, says he was a tremendous influence on her life.


        “According to Soames, Powell was an amusing speaker who got on well with MPs and civil servants. ‘He had an unaggressive style, so rare today, and saw nothing unethical about lobbying as he dealt with people who accepted him as part of the process’”.


        Christine Stewart Munro, interviewed for the same article, said the Commander had trained her in Parliamentary affairs. “I learned a lot. He was gifted at bringing together politicians and people from the outside world”. In a longer recollection, as a contribution to the book, Christine described how she began work for him in 1968.


        “It was on a cold wet morning that he interviewed me at his Buckingham Gate office for a job at Watney and Powell. He had recently sold his company to Traverse-Healy and Lyons, and the late Dennis (later Lord) Lyons had offered me the job before the Commander and I met. Having completed four years at Conservative Central Office, I viewed the prospect of all-party work with some alarm…On meeting the handsome Commander I was immediately charmed, and fortunately he accepted me with good grace. I reminded him of his daughter, he said: it was not until later that I learned of her escapades.


        “My six years at Watney and Powell were a joy. I loved the work and adored the man. We had our differences, but never a cross word. When I left to set up CSM Parliamentary Consultants, at the time when Watney and Powell was bought by the Charles Barker Group, the Commander was enormously encouraging.


        “As a novice at Watney and Powell, I quickly discovered the rhythm of the Commander’s sitting week. Mondays: lunch in Soho, returning with bags of food and bottles. Fridays: depart for the country at lunchtime with stacks of work (pity his long-standing secretary Miss Usher on a Monday morning). And the seemingly entertaining with his wife Jeannette at Share Farm, Brenchley a few miles from my brother, including the compulsory walk to see his medieval moat.


        “At the office the Commander’s attitude to staff was somewhat Victorian. A bevy of ancient ladies – Miss Usher, Mrs Shirley and Mrs Fulford – devotedly slaved away for a pittance. Well – they seemed ancient then.


        “The word ‘training’ was not in the vocabulary. I immersed myself in the work. If I asked any questions that had an answer in Erskine May or the statute book I was smartly dispatched to look it up for myself. Those heartless scribbles on my well-crafted copy took some adjusting to, and every piece of information for a client was challenged and double-checked. Of course the non-training was brilliant, and the self-discipline required never so bad that a shared bottle of wine with a dose of hilarious anecdotes couldn’t restore body and humour.


        “Time moved on, and we brought in a young generation of staff. Most notable was the splendid Annabel Lloyd (then Greenlees) who came from the Commonwealth Parliamentary Association at the House of Commons. She was later to be the bridge for the company’s purchase by Charles Barker, and then administrator of the Parliamentary and Scientific Committee. She looked after the Commander’s personal affairs until the end of his life.


        “I set up an information section with a good number of clients paying realistic fees. The paucity of the Commander’s fee levels was something of a problem. On once reading that one of his clients was in serious financial difficulties I rashly suggested that we quickly chase for the money we were owed. I was delivered a strong lecture about never hitting a man when he was down, and given the clear dictum that 0 + 0 = 0.


        “In 1974 we split – he to the good care of Evie Soames and Arthur Butler at Charles Barker, and I optimistically to put up the CSM nameplate. The Commander knew better than I that most new business in those days was still being passed with the port in gentlemen’s clubs. Typically his solution to those struggling early months was a series of good lunches. I later learnt that he would announce that he was having lunch with ‘Miss Munro’, and then afterwards cajole Arthur Butler to sign off the bill for Les Ambassadeurs.


        “Once CSM could afford it, we held our annual board-staff dinner in a private room of one of the clubs. An MP or peer would be my personal guest, and say a few cheery words at the end. One year I invited the Commander. It seemed that his ready acceptance caused a ripple at Charles Barker. But come he did, and greatly endeared himself to those present by standing up and saying how delighted he was to meet the people who earned my living for me.


        “On the model of the Commander’s cherished Parliamentary and Scientific Committee, in 1980 I set up the Parliamentary Group for Energy Studies. This, I think, gave him more pleasure than anything else I managed to achieve.


        “In 1989, not long before he died, Annabel Lloyd rang to say that he would like to see me in his nursing home at Tunbridge Wells. Sadly, his wife Jeannette had died by then and daughter Camilla was extremely ill in another nursing home. He still looked strikingly handsome, and still regaled me with amusing stories. When I was about to leave, he asked me to hang on until a nurse brought us tea. Strangely his tea proved to be coffee. As soon as the nurse left the room, I was directed to a drawer and asked to pour into the coffee a little of the contents of a bottle. This I gently did – only to be told ‘Well go on then: when I said little I didn’t mean that little’. It was a good visit, and the last time that my brother was to drive me to see CP.


        “Doubtless all those who contribute to these reminiscences will do so with great affection. The Commander was a man who brought colour to life, and who was fiercely loyal to his friends. The way in which he worked, and his sensitivity to change, retain a relevance today. My own tribute has been a living one. It has been to pass on his love and understanding of the pulses, people and procedures of Government and Parliament to subsequent generations”.


        Christopher’s talented wife Jeannette had died in 1988. They had been married since 1936 and, according to a close friend, he adored her – but was always a ‘ladies’ man’. She was very involved with the ballet and included among her friends Dame Ninette de Valois, who achieved so much at Sadler’s Wells. Someone has recalled that Jeannette set up a ballet column for the Daily Telegraph and Christopher was inordinately proud of her knowledge. He was very sniffy about many of the ballets they went to because Jeannette criticised them for being “props and theatre these days – not movement. Ballet is about movement. You can judge a ballet by the corps de ballet”.


        Eventually she became so critical that she refused to go to the trouble of visiting London to see ballet productions. Christopher said sadly “Jeannette will not go to musicals, and London is full of them!” He loved the theatre. It was one of his great interests. But the theatre that dominated his life was the ongoing show at the Palace – the Palace of Westminster.


        Former Prime Minister the late Lord Callaghan, in reply to a query from Corinne Souza in December 1999, recalled how he first became involved with the Commander: “Back in the 1950s, Hugh Gaitskell, as leader of the Labour Party, asked me to take a special interest in developing relations between Parliament and the scientific community – and that is how I came to know Christopher Powell. But it was his partner Charles Watney who was the founding father of the lobbying industry. I remember seeing Watney in the Central Lobby of the Houses of Parliament in 1945 wearing top hat and tails – the uniform he thought appropriate for his job at that time”.


        A great admirer of the Commander’s work, Lord Callaghan said: “He certainly did not conduct the type of operation that is now current, and I believe his activities in those days were mostly concerned with promoting the private bills of local authorities and the water companies”.


        The Commander had ‘a soft spot’ for Callaghan. In a speech to the Library Association in 1980 he said: “He never talked down to me about scientific matters. Unlike Mr Wilson. When I set up the Parliamentary and Scientific Committee so many of those involved tried to do that because I had no scientific background. Even by the Seventies, science was for ‘eccentrics’, aristocrats in the Lords, or the ‘socially unacceptable’. Jim Callaghan knew that science was important and didn’t care who was interested. The problem with the Prime Minister, however, is that he has been more keen on civil engineering which the snooty scientific community thoroughly disapproved of…That’s where he differed from Harold Wilson. Wilson only liked science when it was exciting. He had no patience. He would not give a civil engineer the time of day. Callaghan had a better grasp. Although he was quieter about it, he was more friendly”.


        In view of their friendship, it was appropriate that, on the Commander’s retirement as Administrative Secretary of the Parliamentary and Scientific Committee, Callaghan should present him with a ‘thank you’ gift from the committee – a fine old master etching to add to his collection of works of art at Share Farm. The presentation took place at the committee’s annual lunch at the Savoy Hotel which was addressed by Prime Minister Callaghan on aspects of relations between government and science.
Although Callaghan was the most eminent, the Commander had many other friends in the Labour Party – in both Houses of Parliament. He was,however, deeply opposed to the party and thought those of his friends who were members were “honourable but sadly misguided”. He believed that Conservatives were the ‘natural’ party of government and should be permanently in office as the only political organisation capable of running the country.

        Former Tory MP and Minister and Beaverbrook journalist, Sir Dudley Smith (Warwick and Leamington) was one of the Commander’s closest of parliamentary friends and, when interviewed by Corinne Souza, had this to say:


        “Christopher was very well regarded and very honourable…He was appreciated. He was liked. He was very successful at what he did and made a decent living from it… He knew most Ministers and important MPs – certainly he knew far more than anyone else from outside. He was very much a stiff upper lip sort of chap, could be trusted and did not betray confidences. He was a totally straight forward and upright chap. There was no subterfuge or trickery in his work.


        “He worked extremely hard and had an amazing amount of cumulative knowledge. He was extremely important to individuals and companies. People would consult him like a barrister, in a way. Because of his close study of parliamentary procedure and legislation he knew more than some Ministers, and certainly more than most MPs.


        “Before he took something on, he wanted to know a chap, and ensure that a chap’s argument was honourable. They are mostly charlatans today, charging huge fees, win or lose. Christopher was unique”.
As for Christopher’s private life, Sir Dudley described him as both abon viveur and a ladies’ man. “He was quite a Don Juan, with a very winning way. He was good-looking and women found him very attractive. He, in turn, enjoyed their company”.

        Former Tory MP Sir John Osborn, (Sheffield Hallam) told Corinne:


        “I had a tremendous admiration for Christopher which strengthened as I got to know him, work with him and work against him. In the latter capacity I came to admire his skills of diplomacy as a Parliamentary Consultant. To me his attitude was debonair…


        “He was of the opinion that MPs on their own could make an extraordinary mess of detailed questions put to them by constituents. He thought it much better for Members to return to their summer homes in Switzerland, Tuscany and especially the South of France – to which he was very much attached – during the eight or ten weeks of the recess. He told me how he would answer their mail, take up the appropriate issue with Ministers, field their replies and then write to their constituents for them. He would send these replies on a weekly basis or, where appropriate, at less frequent intervals, for the Members to sign and send to him for posting to constituents from the House of Commons. Christopher used to say it was better for constituents not to know that their Members of Parliament were out of the country for weeks on end. Visits to the USA, Canada – let alone South Africa or Australia, or to holiday homes in the Caribbean – presented more of a challenge. I seem to recollect Christopher telling me: ‘There was only one thing for it. Sign several dozen sheets of paper with the House of Commons letter-head, and leave the rest to me’”.


        Sir John revealed to Corinne that the Commander was a dedicated gambler who loved spending time at the tables in a smart, well-run club. One such establishment, and a favourite of his, was Les Ambassadeurs – the first legal gaming club in Britain. Robert Mills, formerly chairman of Les A, has confirmed to Corinne that Sir John was correct in saying that whenever Christopher ‘summoned’ him to a meeting at the club he would be met by a liveried footman. “That was what Les A was all about”. Sir John has described how the footman “would alert the Commander to my presence, and I would wait until he had finished his round at the tables. If it was afternoon he would offer me tea. It was his habit to frequent a club or casino several times a week in the afternoons, business permitting”.


        Mr Mills added: “As I recall, Powell was affable and gregarious. I can certainly understand him taking clients to Les A because going there – for those not of that milieu – was a very real treat”.


        Mr Eddie Lea MBE, a former president of the Cinema Exhibitors’ Association, has been full of praise for the Commander’s work for his organisation: “The British cinema exhibition industry has very good reasons to appreciate the remarkable talents of Christopher Powell and he, in turn, gave more than his share of his time, interest, and enthusiasm to its well-being. In 22 years at the CEA I did not hear one breath of criticism of his work on our behalf, but very many plaudits for his skill”.


        His tasks basically were to alert the Association to any parliamentary business or activity which could possibly affect – usually adversely – the interests of British cinema exhibition. In particular, there was the problem of legislation emanating from the Home Office relating to ‘social’ questions, particularly safety and censorship. There was also the problem of matters of financial concern, such as the Statutory Levy imposed on exhibitors as a means of subsidising British film production, and the Statutory Quota of British films to be shown in British cinemas.


        With the skilful assistance of the Commander, the CEA succeeded in getting both the Quota and the Levy abolished. The end of the Levy, in particular, marked a milestone in cinema history and made a profound contribution to the vital revival of the industry’s fortunes in the 1980s/1990s.


        And what of the particular contribution of the Parliamentary and Scientific Committee under the guidance of Commander Powell? Lord Wakefield of Kendal who, as Sir Wavell Wakefield MP chaired the committee from 1952 until 1954, had this to say in the book published to mark its first 40 years of existence in 1979:


        “First and foremost, it has provided a unique forum for the exchange of ideas between the parliamentary and scientific worlds… It has also a number of practical achievements to its credit and of the years 1940–60 I would single out first the successful representations which the committee repeatedly made to government on issues of scientific manpower. During the 1940s these representations helped to improve the role of scientific advisers in government and the contribution of scientists to the war effort, and later succeeded in putting the career opportunities for scientists in the Civil Service on a par with their colleagues in administration. At the same time, the Committee’s proposals on scientific manpower generally, which continued into the 1950s, contributed markedly to the essential expansion of scientific and technological higher education at universities and technical colleges.


        “Another of its constant preoccupations has been the need to improve the translation of inventions by Britain’s scientists into new products which her industry can sell abroad. Likewise, the committee can legitimately claim to have won from government the principle of tax relief on expenditure on research and development – which in itself has been a not insignificant spur to industrial innovation…”



        As the Parliamentary and Scientific Committee sailed on steadily through its 75th year in 2014, Lord Jenkin of Roding, who had been its active and distinguished president, was recalled as paying the following tribute to the one-time sailor who launched it as Britain plunged into the Second World War:


        “Perhaps if all the hundreds of people who have entered the lobbying field in recent years had behaved as impeccably and professionally as the Commander, lobbyists would enjoy a rather better public reputation than they do. The real story is that he set an example of how to conduct relations between his clients and the Houses of Parliament that is still held up as a model of what such conduct should be”.


        A study of the Commander’s spectacular achievements must surely lead to the conclusion that no single person could have done more than him over such a wide field of activities to make life easier, more pleasant and entertaining for the man and woman in the street.

      

    

  


  
    
      
        — BIBLIOGRAPHY — 



        
          BUTLER Arthur
People, Parliament and Pressure Groups, Picnic Publishing 2010
        


        
          ELLIS Nigel
Parliamentary Lobbying, Heinemann 1988
        


        
          JOHNSON Justin
Directory of Political Lobbying 2002, Politico’s 2002
        


        
          PLOWDEN William
The Motor Car and Politics in Britain, Pelican 1973
        


        
          NABARRO Gerald
Nab 1 – Portrait of a Politician, Pergamon 1969
        


        
          POWELL Christopher & Arthur Butler
The Parliamentary and Scientific Committee. The First Forty Years, Croom Helm 1980
        


        
          SMITH Douglas & Arthur Butler
Lobbying in the British Parliament, Public Relations Consultants Association 1986
        


        
          SOUZA Corrine
So You Want to Be a Lobbyist, Politico’s 1988.
        


        
          

        


        
          

        


        
          

        


        
          The original complete manuscript of the Christopher Powell memoirs has been donated to Churchill College, University of Cambridge, and can be made available for study on request.
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