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Praise for Honourable Misfits

‘At a time when British politics is so depressing, it’s a joy to read about the follies of MPs in the past written with such gusto and elan. Every politician should have a copy of this by their bed and by the side of any other bed they may use’

Tony Robinson

‘What a brilliant collection of characters – the wacky, the weird and (occasionally) the wise. Marie makes history more fun than it’s meant to be. Dip in, and you won’t be able to dip out’

Evan Davis

‘This is something you didn’t know you needed: a book to make you strangely fond of MPs. At least, some MPs – and all of them dead. At heart it is a very entertaining, affectionate celebration of weirdness, and a memorial to many people who have almost completely been forgotten (some of them rightly). And it will almost certainly make you feel better about how YOUR career’s going’

Mark Watson
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At one time, an honour to his nature; at another, a satire on humanity.

Charles James Apperley (‘Nimrod’) on the life of John ‘Mad Jack’ Mytton




John Bentinck (1800–79)

MP for King’s Lynn, 1824–6

Some men are born eccentrics; odd children turning into peculiar teens and even weirder adults. Others take an unexpected turn at some point, and slide into eccentricity as they grow older. John Bentinck was the latter. Born in London, he was always known by his second name, John, as he shared his first name, William, with all the male members of his family. (Why they didn’t simply choose to switch all the first and second names around is a valid question, but sadly not one relevant to the topic at hand.)

He was home-schooled and then joined the army at eighteen, serving in the 10th and 7th Royal Hussars, among other regiments, and eventually rising to the rank of captain. In 1822 his uncle George Canning offered to make him one of two personal private secretaries at the Foreign Office, alongside one of his brothers, but he turned down the offer. Sadly for Bentinck, politics was not done with him yet; in 1824 his elder brother – you guessed it – William died, making John the new Marquess of Titchfield. That same year it was agreed that he should run for King’s Lynn in Parliament, as the seat was traditionally held by a member of the family.

He managed to last in the Commons for an impressive two years, given how little he did there, before standing down on grounds of ill-health and conveniently handing the seat on to his uncle. Though he had also had to leave the army because of his frail constitution, it seems fair to assume that Bentinck wasn’t heartbroken to be leaving Westminster to go travelling instead. Somehow this was not the last he would see of the blasted building; in 1854 he became the fifth Duke of Portland after his father died. The title came with a seat in the House of Lords, which he was clearly so desperate to have that he only took the oath of allegiance a full three years later. And, for the sake of being thorough, it should be pointed out that he was offered the Order of the Garter not once but twice, and refused both times.

In any case, it was not in the areas of military service (he had a fairly decent military career) or politics (in which his career was largely non-existent) that Bentinck decided to shine. Instead, his crowning achievement was Welbeck Abbey, the north Nottinghamshire estate he inherited and transformed beyond recognition. Among others things, he presided over the building of:


	kitchen gardens covering nearly 9 hectares (or 22 acres) that were encased by high walls with recesses in which braziers were put to make the fruit ripen quicker

	a 1,000-feet-long peach wall

	a riding house that was 396 feet long, 108 feet wide and 50 feet high, which was lit using 4,000 gas jets.



And that’s only what was above ground. Bentinck got his workers – mostly Irish labourers who had been building the London underground – to dig over a dozen miles of tunnels underneath Welbeck Abbey. The main tunnel was around a third of a mile long and was wide enough for two carriages to ride through side by side. It had gas lamps installed overhead, and led to a one and a quarter-mile pathway connecting the lodge and the south lodge. Then there was the Plant Corridor, which was just over half a mile long and wide enough that several people could walk through it together, and which connected the main house to the riding house. Running parallel to it was a narrower tunnel to be used by the servants.

Other tunnels included some smaller corridors with narrow-gauge rails used for transporting hot food (mostly chicken) throughout the estate, as well as the Horse Corridor, which was decorated with antler racks and led to the great hall. You see, Bentinck didn’t only want to be able to travel underground; he wanted to be able to live underground too. The grandest of the rooms below ground was originally meant to be a chapel but ended up taking turns as a picture gallery and ballroom. It was 164 feet long and 65 feet wide, making it the largest private room in England when it was built, and had a ceiling painted like a sunset, bull’s eye skylights and a hydraulic lift. If he ever got bored of it, he could always go to the subterranean library instead, the glass roof observatory or the underground billiards room.

As you may have guessed, building all this required a lot of manpower; so much, in fact, that Bentinck ended up employing thousands of men over two decades. Perhaps surprisingly, given that he was a man of a certain time from a certain class, most writing from the era makes him sound like a fundamentally decent employer. He provided doctor’s visits, food and fuel to employees who fell ill and to their families, and offered housing to widows, none of which were a given in the nineteenth century. He also provided each employee with ‘an umbrella, a suit of clothes, a top hat, and a donkey’ to facilitate comings and goings around the estate, and built his workers a roller-skating rink near the lake when the activity became fashionable.

There was, however, one hitch; Bentinck’s staff were not allowed to interact with him, or even acknowledge him if he happened to walk past them. No, really; one of his employees once tipped his hat as he bumped into the owner of the estate and was promptly fired. In fairness, he was like that with everyone, and had grown to become a deeply introverted man, as opposed to a rude one. The only person allowed to interact with him face to face was his valet; everyone else had to make do with exchanges of letters. If he left his quarters, it was usually via a network of smaller tunnels he could walk through, so no one knew where he was or if he had decided to go for a wander.

Sometimes he would go for walks outside but only at night, with a female servant walking 40 yards ahead of him with a lantern. If he really did have to venture outdoors during the day, he would do so wearing a very tall hat, not one but two overcoats, and a very high collar, and would carry a huge umbrella. Rumours at the time swirled around the reasons for his behaviours, and he was thought to perhaps have a crippling skin condition, but there never was any evidence of it; as far as we can tell, Bentinck simply was, by the time he reached middle age, a very odd fellow.

In fact, the older he got, the more peculiar he became. By 1879, Welbeck Abbey had fallen into disrepair, apart from a suite of five rooms he still lived in, all of which had pink walls and barely any furniture. He moved back to London that year, where he died a few months later; he was buried in a simple grave in the Kensal Green cemetery.

John Benjamin Stone (1838–1914)

MP for Birmingham East, 1895–1910

John Benjamin Stone was born in Birmingham and spent the early years of his career in paper manufacturing and at his father’s glass works. More importantly, he spent his formative years collecting photographs, prints, stereographs and anything else he could get his hands on. He was also a keen traveller in the 1860s, going as far as Norway and Lapland and buying all the pictures he could find there, though not taking any himself quite yet.

Back in England, he immersed himself in local politics, serving in town councils in Birmingham and then Sutton Coldfield, founding the Birmingham East Conservative Association and eventually being elected mayor of Birmingham. Unsurprisingly, he then made his way to the House of Commons in 1895 as the Conservative MP for Birmingham East.

Still, politics was only ever an aside in Stone’s life. In around 1888 he had started taking his own photographs, as the medium had become more accessible to people who weren’t professional photographers. Well, relatively more accessible, as he originally had to employ two men full-time to work on his pictures. In any case, a passion was born, and Stone began to capture everything he could on camera.

Sometimes it would be scenes from foreign expeditions, including South Africa, the Middle East, Brazil – where he went to document a solar eclipse – and China. Sometimes, as he put it himself, he would set out to ‘portray for the benefit of future generations the manners, customs, the festivals and pageants’ of the era with a view to stimulating ‘local patriotism’, to draw out ‘links with the past’ and to ‘add to everybody’s knowledge of the country we love’. In practice, this meant travelling around the British Isles taking pictures of traditional customs and outfits.

Then there was the Palace of Westminster. Though parliamentarians had been very reluctant to let photographers into their workplace, the fact that Stone was an MP himself clearly worked in his favour. In his entirely unofficial capacity as the Commons’ photographer, he spent a decade photographing everyone from his fellow MPs to House staff and visitors, gaining quite a public profile in the process. That he was mostly known for his pictures and not his political work didn’t seem to bother him too much; when a reporter once cheekily asked him if his position as an MP ever interfered with his photography career, he replied ‘only to a small extent’.

By that point the press had affectionately given him a series of nicknames, from Sir Kodak, after the camera he used, to Sir Snapshot and the Knight of the Camera. Still, his amateur career reached its peak in 1911, when he was hired as the official photographer of the coronation of King George V. Most of his life was in Westminster by this point, but that did not mean he had left the rest of the world behind. After having spent several years as an early president of the Birmingham Photographic Society and having helped found the Warwickshire Photographic Survey, he launched the National Photographic Records Association in 1897.

It had collapsed by the time of the coronation, but had managed to print thousands of photographs – most taken by Stone himself – which had been deposited at the British Museum. When he died, in 1914, Sir Benjamin Stone left a collection of over twenty-five thousand pictures behind, a lot of which are still shown in museums today. This would certainly please him: as he once explained, ‘I have aimed at recording history with the camera, which, I think, is the best way of recording it.’

Ronald Gower (1845–1916)

MP for Sutherland, 1867–74

If you have been to Stratford-upon-Avon, you may have encountered the Shakespeare memorial, a collection of bronze statues representing the playwright as well as several of his most famous characters. What you may not know is that the artist was an MP, and that there was a lot more to his life than these few statues.

The youngest son of eleven children, Ronald Gower went, as most sons of dukes did, to Eton, then Cambridge. At twenty-one he stood for Parliament in Sutherland as a Liberal candidate and won. Young Gower wasn’t exactly fascinated by politics, though he was soon referred to as ‘the beautiful boy’ of the House. When Gladstone’s government came to an end in 1874, he stood down – ‘with some relief’, according to some – and got to focus on his real passion: the arts.

He already had been a frequent visitor of artists’ studios – including Garibaldi’s in Italy – but formally got more involved that year when he was appointed as a trustee of the National Portrait Gallery. Still, this was not enough; Gower yearned to make some art himself, and had tried his hand at painting, etching and photography, but with little success. This changed when he went to Paris a year later and joined the studio of sculptor Albert-Ernest Carrier-Belleuse, one of the founding members of the Société Nationale des Beaux Arts.

Eventually moving to his own studio with Carrier’s assistant Luca Madrassi, Gower started his career as a sculptor in earnest with, among other works, a full-length figure of Marie Antoinette on her way to the guillotine. Soon enough he moved on to his Shakespeare project, which took several years and which he funded himself. Though it took some convincing originally, Gower managed to place his statues in Stratford, with an inauguration taking place in October 1888. Deciding that the work was his magnum opus, he swore off sculpting afterwards and dedicated the rest of his life to writing and travelling.

To be fair to him, he did have a colourful personal life to keep him busy. A gay man, Gower was an acquaintance of Oscar Wilde and is widely thought to have been the inspiration for Lord Henry Wotton in The Picture of Dorian Gray. Despite the (ironically named) magazine Man of the World accusing him of having relations with men in 1879 – and the Prince of Wales calling him ‘a member of an association for unnatural practices’ – Gower’s secret remained fairly safe.

His name was also mentioned in the press during the Cleveland Street scandal of 1889, when a gay brothel was discovered by the police, but enough powerful men were linked to the place that his presence remained largely unnoticed. In fact, Gower met the man who would become his long-term partner four years later. Journalist Frank Hird was nicknamed the Bébé because of his relative youth; he was twenty when the pair met. The age gap worked in their favour in the end, as Gower adopted Hird in order to regularise their relationship, which allowed them to live together.

Sadly, financial ruin interrupted the couple’s bliss in 1913, when Francis Shackleton – the brother of famous explorer Ernest – defrauded Gower of his fortune by getting him to purchase some dodgy shares. Gower had to sell his country house as a result, but at least he and Hird stayed together until he died.

Only in his forties by that point, Frank Hird ended up marrying a woman a few years later. When he died, his body was laid to rest next to Lord Gower; when she died, her ashes were buried with the two of them.

Richard Heber (1773–1833)

MP for Oxford University, 1821–6

Richard Heber loved books from a young age. During his school days he tried to buy so many of them that his father irritably wrote to him:

I cannot say I rejoice in the importation of the cargo of books you mention from abroad, we had before enough and too many, ten times more than were ever read or even looked into. Of multiplying books … there is neither end nor use. The cacoethes of collecting books draws men into ruinous extravagancies. It is an itch which grows by indulgence and should be nipped in the bud.

It was a valiant effort that failed entirely. While attending Brasenose College, Oxford, Heber edited the works of Roman orator and poet Silius Italicus and expanded his literary tastes and collection. In fact, his father’s death in 1804 brought his bibliophilia to new heights. Having inherited large estates in Yorkshire and Shropshire, he now had enough space to indulge his frenetic search for rare and special books. It probably didn’t help that one edition was rarely enough for him; as









James Morrison (1789–1857)

MP for St Ives, 1830–1

MP for Ipswich, 1831–4

MP for Ipswich, 1835–7









Joseph Brotherton (1783–1857)

MP for Salford, 1832–57








Edward Watkin (1819–1901)

MP for Great Yarmouth, 1857

MP for Stockport, 1864–8













John Mytton (1796–1834)

MP for Shrewsbury, 1819–20












Matthew Robinson (1713–1800)

MP for Canterbury, 1747–61






Lionel Walter Rothschild (1868–1937)

MP for Aylesbury, 1899–1910






John Elwes (1714–89)

MP for Berkshire, 1772–84








Charles Sibthorp (1783–1855)

MP for Lincoln, 1826–32

















John Wilkes (1725–97)

MP for Aylesbury, 1757–64

MP for Middlesex, 1768–9





























George Sitwell (1860–1943)

MP for Scarborough, 1885–6
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