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PREFACE

IT’S A FROSTY autumn morning at the farm. Mist lies over the fields and there’s a bite in the air as I head out to do the morning chores. There has been a dwelling here, tucked under the slopes of High Dartmoor, since the eleventh century. The current building, my home and sanctuary since 1985, is a traditional Devon longhouse, built from medieval granite blocks. 

I give the horses their breakfast, open the hen-house door to let the poultry run free over the cobblestones, and start mucking out the stables. When the barrow is full, I pause to take in the beauty of the place. Across the yard in my walled garden, spiders have been busy with their lace-hooks and their webs are white with frost. My bantams are fluffing out their feathers and three white cats, my rodent operatives, sit blinking at me from their perch on the half-door, under the granite arch that leads into the house. As I tip my barrow into the muck heap, steam rises in the chilly air. The granite-lined pit was built more than six hundred years ago. It may be a humble thing, but there could be no more beautiful a repository for the numerous droppings that are an inevitable part of keeping horses. This is my real life, the life I have always wanted to lead, in deep countryside, with the company of my horses and other animals. Before I came here, my situation was very different. 

My life has come to be defined by the political scandal of 1979, when Liberal politician Jeremy Thorpe was tried at the Old Bailey for conspiring to murder me. His campaign to be rid of me came to a terrifying climax on the night of Friday, 24 October 1975. A man calling himself Peter drove me up onto Exmoor, shot my Great Dane Rinka, and turned the gun on me. He pulled the trigger but the bullet had jammed. The would-be assassin tried again, but still the gun failed so he fled, leaving me alone and terrified in the darkness, with the body of my beloved dog. That incident on Exmoor was not the only attempt on my life. 

I’ve always wanted to tell the truth about my relationship with Jeremy Thorpe: how he had taken advantage of me when I was young, naïve, and mentally unstable; how he had lied, and put me in a position where I, too, was forced to lie. The establishment closed ranks, attempting to silence and discredit me, so while I escaped being murdered, the assassination of my character was far more successful. I was vilified in the press, portrayed as a hysterical, vindictive homosexual hell-bent on ruining the career of a successful MP.

I fought to get the truth exposed, and two trials ensued from that night on Exmoor, but those who were responsible for the crime were exonerated and the press portrayed me as a lunatic. Mr Justice Cantley, in his summing up at the Old Bailey trial in 1979, described me as a sponger, a wimp and a parasite. I was none of those things. All I wanted was to see those who had tried to kill me in the dock, charged – and I am still fighting for justice, more than forty years on. 

My story hit the headlines again when, in 2019, actor Ben Whishaw won his first Emmy award for his portrayal of me in the TV drama A Very English Scandal. He then went on to win the Golden Globe award for Best Supporting Actor, and made a moving dedication which touched me deeply: ‘There’s one person I really, really want to dedicate this award to and it’s the man I had the privilege to portray in this show, Norman Scott, who took on the establishment with a courage and defiance that I find completely inspiring. He is a true queer hero and icon.’

To hear Ben’s description felt like I had won an award. It meant a lot for someone to stand up for me in public after the years of my being dismissed or written off as mad. A Very English Scandal changed my life and changed many people’s view of me, as well as being a wonderful international success. When the drama was in development I spent many hours talking to Ben about my life. He couldn’t have been a more pleasant and caring person, and I loved his performance. There are moments when he absolutely captures how I felt through those difficult times, but when the film ended, I knew there was still plenty more of my story to tell. I am glad if people find me an inspiration. I want nothing more than to help and support others, especially those within the LGBT+ community, who may be experiencing the exploitation and persecution I endured.

Now I am eighty-two. I have outlived most of the people who were involved in the conspiracy to kill me, and if the best revenge is living well, then I am certainly in the right place for that. My farmyard chores are finished and I’m ready for some tea and toast. I go in through the arched doorway, taking care not to dislodge the cats. My dogs are taking a nap in the scullery kitchen, and I step over them to put the kettle on. Dogs have always been my special friends, giving me so much support through difficult times. 

The grandfather clock in the dining room strikes ten as I carry my plate and cup to the table. The sun is breaking through now, and Rex Whistler the canary, whose cage is by the window, bursts into song. This dining room is a place for companionship, for sharing tales and memories. In front of the inglenook fireplace an iron curtain rod is fixed to the ceiling, where a blanket once hung. Previous occupants would sit playing cards at the table, then gather round the fireplace and draw the blanket across for ‘a warm and a tell’. These walls must have heard so many stories, through the centuries. None, perhaps, as shocking as mine.

A pile of papers lies close to my elbow, my own handwritten account from the 1970s of events leading up to the attempted murder of me. It makes painful reading now. I was desperately troubled as a young man, doped up to the limit on tranquillisers and antidepressants as I struggled to make sense of a world where I could trust no one. Where the veneer of respectability was propped up by deceit and lies.

These are very different times. The #MeToo campaign has had a huge impact, and there is also much more acceptance and understanding of the diversity of sexuality: it’s time for me to tell my story from my point of view. I need to go back to the beginning, to my earliest days, but first I must clear my head and get my courage up, and the best way to do that is to be out on a horse. I head to the hall, where my riding boots are lined up, each with their own set of wooden trees. I choose a pair, and as I pull them on, I see my two tortoises close by, munching lettuce off a sheet of newspaper. Rigby and Peller, dear girls, enjoying their last meal before their winter hibernation. Tortoises have always been important to me, from right back in my childhood.

I take a bridle down from the hook, run my hand over the clean, supple leather. When I get back from today’s canter over the moor, I’ll be ready to make the bold leap – somewhat like the death-defying jumps I once took riding across country – of putting my life story on the page. 





CHAPTER ONE

The Odd One Out

I ALWAYS FELT like an outsider in my family. Maybe it was because my mother was widowed before I was born, or because I was never close to my siblings. It could have been because I was born out of wedlock to a father I never knew. Or maybe I was just different.

My mother, Ena, was born into an Irish family and her maiden name was Lynch. There were two Lynch sisters, known as the pretty Miss Lynch and the ‘other one’. My mother was the ‘other one’. Her sister Josephine’s good looks had such pulling power they charmed a monk into climbing over the wall of his monastery at Buckfastleigh and marrying her. My mother’s first husband Albert Merritt, known as Bertie, who worked in the City of London, died of leukaemia in 1938, leaving behind five children. Edward was twelve years older than me and I never got to know him very well. Then came Gloria, who tragically died at just nineteen hours old. Next was Fleur, who was eight years older than me, then Brian and finally Ralph – pronounced ‘Rafe’.

I was a war baby, born on 12 February 1940, from Oaklands Road in Bexleyheath, Kent. In the 1940s an illegitimate child brought huge social stigma, especially if you were a Catholic. It must have been very difficult for my mother when I arrived. How she coped, I don’t know, and a mystery surrounds the identity of my birth-father. 

I was never told anything about him, although just after my mother’s husband Bertie died, his former employer, Shaw, Savill and Albion, offered my mother a place on the maiden voyage of a brand-new liner, the Dominion Monarch. She set sail early in 1939 and spent some time in New Zealand and Australia, returning to England in June 1939, so it seems likely she got pregnant while she was away. My mother’s faith and her strong Irish character must have stood her in good stead through this challenging time, and there was also a man waiting in the wings. Albert Josiffe had been Bertie’s closest friend, and I’m sure it was a relief to my mother when they married in 1942, and I could be passed off as his son. Very soon after the wedding, I acquired a younger brother when baby John Josiffe arrived.

My earliest memories are of being in a large Silver Cross perambulator, the height of luxury for an infant in those days. By the time it had passed down the family to me it had a distinctive smell – a redolent mix of leather and baby powder. I was cared for by Nanny Hawkey, who had previously looked after my siblings. I adored her. She used to ‘rose’ me to sleep by stroking my face and saying, ‘Rose petals. Can you feel the rose petals, Norman?’ Even though I was a toddler, Nanny Hawkey seemed to delight in my sensitivity and imagination, which made me rather different from the rest of my family – a characteristic that always exasperated my mother. 

In 1943, when I was three, we were evacuated. My older brothers were sent to a farm in Norfolk, and Fleur was taken in by my Aunt Josephine. Along with my mother, Albert Josiffe and new baby John, I was relocated to Leicestershire. Just after we arrived I became ill with meningitis and was sent to Leicester Royal Infirmary. I was terrified to be left there all alone. At just three years old, I desperately needed someone to comfort me, but there was no provision in those days for parents to stay with their sick children and visiting hours were strictly enforced. My treatment was to have boiling hot poultices applied to my body every three hours – an indescribably painful experience. I still have nightmares of the white-clad nurses standing around my bed and the burning, dusty smell as they applied the poultices. I used to scream with pain, but perhaps the treatment saved my life. Or perhaps I was given antibiotics, the new wonder drugs, which first came into use in the early 1940s. At any rate, I recovered, and four months later we all returned to Oaklands Road to find our house surrounded by bomb sites. 

Far from being nice to be home, the household was tense. Josiffe and my mother began to have the most awful rows, which were always about money. This had a very detrimental effect on me. With a good, caring father figure at the head of the family, I might have found stability in my developmental years and made better choices when things got difficult for me later in life, although Josiffe wasn’t all bad. When a doodlebug flew over the house, he wrapped me in an oilskin and rushed downstairs with me in his arms, to shelter under the table with my siblings. The doodlebug exploded and smashed the window. Luckily, the blackout material protected us from the worst of the broken glass. 

But Josiffe’s kinder acts were overshadowed by his aggressive behaviour. We would sit silently at the table while he and Mummy shouted at each other, and sometimes he was very violent. Once he got hold of Mummy by her hair and threw her down the stairs. I will never forget the sound of her falling: kerdoonk, kerdoonk, kerdoonk. We were all appalled but didn’t dare do or say anything. Josiffe had been married three times before, and with hindsight, I suspect that what attracted him to all these wives was their wealth. He had a good job as an accountant but seemed to play no part in financially supporting our family. He appropriated Mummy’s car and wouldn’t let her drive it, and when the money ran out, he left her for another woman and moved to Orpington, taking the car. 

With Josiffe gone and my mother left with six children to raise, I had hoped Nanny Hawkey might come to babysit again. I missed her terribly. Instead, my mother’s mother, who lived nearby, helped out. Granny Lynch was rather Victorian. She wore old-fashioned black bombazine dresses, which reached almost to the floor, and carried a parasol when she went out. She very much disapproved of my mother’s fashionable high heels. ‘Very t’ird rate, they are, Ena!’ she would say, in her strong Irish accent. Cleanliness was definitely next to godliness for Granny Lynch – everything in her house was spotless and the iron cooking range was polished with Zebo blacklead and Brasso. When we stayed over, the linen on the beds was smooth and fresh, and before we went out of the door, Granny would say, ‘Come here!’ and spit on a handkerchief to scrub at our faces. 

Grandpa Lynch was rarely to be seen. I used to ask, ‘Where’s Grandpa?’ and Granny would scowl and say, ‘Where d’you think? Down with his bloody bees!’ Poor Grandpa. He’d hide at the bottom of the garden by the beehives, as Granny didn’t want his dirty boots on her clean floor.

My mother was also a stickler for tidiness and often became exasperated with us children. She could be very overbearing. At mealtimes, if any of us had our elbows on the table she would glare at us and say, ‘All joints on this table will be carved!’ Those elbows were at our sides right away. Sometimes Mummy would light a fire and the family would gather round and chat. I’d stay silent, losing myself in the drama of the flames as they flickered like dancers over the coals, before dying down to glowing embers. It was magical, like watching a theatre show. My mother would ask me what I was staring at, but I just shook my head. If I told her what wonderful things I could see I knew she would ridicule me. 

We had a difficult relationship. When I was still a small child, about four or five, she began to behave very oddly towards me. I didn’t understand why, and I hated it. Now, I would call it abuse. This always took place in the bathroom. Mummy, wearing a dressing-gown, would hold me in her lap, face down, so I was looking at the floor, the pattern of the blue linoleum seared into my memory. She would pull me against herself, clutching me tightly, and start moaning, a harsh, alien sound. I would think, Is she angry? In pain? I couldn’t breathe and, afraid, I wanted to get down, but there was no escape. I would feel her pulling down my pants, her finger pushing roughly inside me. It hurt so much, but she wouldn’t stop. I had no choice but to endure it, the pain increasing, and her moans getting louder.

I don’t know why this happened but later I came to realise that my mother was a very sexual woman. Perhaps intimate relations with Josiffe ceased when the relationship began to break up, and she was looking for an outlet. Perhaps she missed the man who was my father, and when she did this to me, she was in some way bringing back the memories of him. Perhaps she was just angry, and it satisfied something in her to hurt me in this intimate way. I will never know, but those sessions in the bathroom cast a shadow of fear over my childhood. The abuse continued for several years. When my mother took a series of men as lovers, it came to an end. I could never quite forget, though. As a child, the sense of something unkind and unpleasant about to happen was always present, and through my adult life I have suffered with anxiety, low self-worth, and a compulsion to please others. It’s only recently that I have come to terms with this legacy from my difficult childhood, and wondered if it might have been different if my father had been part of the family.

I often wondered about him, whoever he was. I had been given Josiffe’s name, and when he joined our family I assumed he was my father. But John Josiffe, my half-brother, is nothing like me, and my sister Fleur firmly believed I was conceived on my mother’s cruise. There was an apple tree in the garden at Oaklands Road, with a tree house, and Fleur would sit up there among the leaves and blossom, singing a popular Deanna Durbin song, as our neighbours came out to applaud. Sometimes she would invite me up into the tree house and speculate on who might have fathered me. ‘Well, of course, you could be a purser’s son …’ she would say. I didn’t know what a purser was and didn’t much like the sound of it. In recent years, I have considered taking a DNA test to find out the truth about my father, and if I have relations on the other side of the world. I am deterred by the possibility that I might have been born prematurely. If Josiffe was my birth-father, I would rather not know. 

Family life swept by, every week marked by going to Mass, which was an indispensable part of our upbringing. Granny Lynch especially was very devout. After Mass we would go to her immaculate house in Sidcup for Sunday lunch. There were figures of Jesus and Mary under glass domes on the chimneypiece, and paintings of the Sacred Heart on the walls, featuring the words ‘I place my trust in Thee’ and Jesus with his glowing heart exposed for all to see. These I found both alarming and fascinating. I had a strong sense that God was watching over me, and I took my prayers very seriously. 

I found the services long and boring, but the experience was sweetened by the fact that Fleur knew a family who lived near the church and kept horses. We’d drive home joyfully from Mass in a trap pulled by a small roan mare. This early experience seems to indicate that my lifelong love for horses was innate, or perhaps the horse represented something good and safe in my difficult early life. 

Our time at Oaklands Road came to an end when I was seven. The family budget had become so tight that we dreaded rent day. When the landlady came round to collect the money, she knocked on the door, then tried every window and door to gain access, while we hid in a corner pretending we were out. My mother had to find a new home and a means of earning money to feed us all. To her credit, she demonstrated a resourcefulness and an instinct for survival I believe I have inherited. We were offered a ground-floor flat at 26 Brampton Road, a large Georgian house a mile away from our old place. The flat had been requisitioned during the war and was allocated to us because we had no means of support. My mother found a job at the telephone exchange, and, since Josiffe had taken the car, she would head off to work every day on a bicycle.

Number 26 was a beautiful house, which William Morris, the textile designer, poet and socialist activist who was a major influence in the British Arts and Crafts Movement of the late 19th century, had done up for friends of his. Mummy chose the sitting room for her bedroom and decorated it beautifully, hanging long nets over the French windows. You could get lovely things for a song in the 1940s, and she had a very good eye for interior design. My brothers and I slept in a room that was once the library, with walls that had wooden panelling and the most wonderful hand-painted wallpaper. When no one was looking, I would trace the outlines of the leaves, flowers and birds with my fingers and imagine Mr Morris drawing them and choosing the colours. 

Once I started primary school, I found concentrating in class difficult, wishing I was outside instead. In 1947, Picture Post magazine came to the school to shoot a photo feature, and one of the photographs, entitled ‘Where Youth Has Its Fling’, showed a skinny little fellow in a vest, dancing around. That’s me. Perhaps I was listening to one of the 1940s music-and-movement radio programmes for children. Or maybe it was just one of my ‘moments’, as my mother called them: a brief, happy escape from the reality of my childhood life. When she caught me having a ‘moment’ I would get one of her cold, hard looks of disapproval. One of my frequent fantasies was that I could fly. I’d run down to the bottom of the garden, arms held out, believing I could just take off. Sadly, I never did.

Our family finances continued to be tight, and when I was ten, I found a job at a local pet shop, which I loved. I was able to earn some pocket money and I had something to look forward to. One day, the two sisters who owned the shop gave me a tortoise. I was so excited. I carried him home, taking a shortcut through the bombed-out houses to show Mummy. My plan was to climb over the wall into our back garden and surprise her by coming into her room through the French windows. Carefully, I put the tortoise on top of the wall and climbed over, picking him up and tiptoeing over the grass to the veranda. The French windows were open so I stepped through the long white nets, holding my tortoise. For a moment I was caught in those nets but I knew my mother was there because the lights were on. ‘Mummy! Mummy, look what I’ve got!’ I called. 

My mother was making a noise, groaning and crying out. Alarmed, I pushed the nets aside to see her on the bed, with a man on top of her. His thick serge trousers were scrunched down round his knees, and he was thrusting himself at her in a rough, violent way. I was very innocent about sexual matters and I thought he was trying to kill her. Terrified, I dropped my tortoise. He hit the floor and his shell cracked open. I ran for it, afraid the man might attack me, too.

A car door slammed, and I heard it driving away. I crept back into the room, but my mother wasn’t there, and she didn’t come to find me. I carried my poor broken tortoise to the old stables and hid him there. I was so shocked and frightened. Mummy must have known what I’d seen because she saw me as I came into the room, but she never said anything. When the ladies at the pet shop asked after the tortoise, I was afraid to tell them I had dropped and hurt him. I tried to look after him as best I could, but after a few days he died. This incident had a profound effect on me. The man’s aggression had frightened me so much that when I heard boys at school talking about sex I shied away. I gave all my love and affection to animals, caring for them and enjoying their companionship, but the terrible guilt over my tortoise stayed with me. 

When I failed the eleven-plus exam I went to a secondary school on Graham Road, where I found life even harder. I had always had a bit of a stammer, and when I was under pressure it would get worse. My mother insisted that I have painting lessons to cure me, and although I loved the lessons, there was no improvement in my speech. I also had a slight curvature of the spine, and at Graham Road I was made to hang by my hands for an hour at a time from the bars in the gym, which was very unpleasant. 

I soon managed to get on the wrong side of my form master, Mr Bell or ‘Tinker Bell’, as Mummy used to call him, with a naughty glint in her eye. 

‘The reason you didn’t pass your eleven-plus, Josiffe, is because every time I look at you you’re staring out of the window!’ he’d say.

‘I’m not,’ I assured him, on one occasion. ‘I’m watching the dust particles floating round in the sun.’ This was true. I found the slow, circling dance of those tiny, bright particles mesmerising but Mr Bell thought me very odd.

When Queen Elizabeth II’s Coronation aired live on the television in February 1953, Mr Bell invited my family to his house to watch it. Very few households had a television set in those days and Mr Bell’s was mounted in a large, varnished cabinet, with a ghastly cream Bakelite rim surrounding the tiny screen. It was very clear that Mrs Bell didn’t like my mother, and I found the tension between them much more interesting than the fuzzy black-and-white images of the ceremony at Westminster Abbey. From then on, Mr Bell’s behaviour towards me changed, becoming even frostier. I am pretty sure that something was going on between him and Mummy, and he must have noticed me watching his wife with her and realised I was on to him.

It was decided I might do better at St Stephen’s, a Catholic secondary school, but when I arrived my reputation for being difficult had preceded me. The other children bullied me, and the nuns were horrid. My form mistress, Mother Dymphna, was especially mean. She would grab my ear and shout, ‘You just don’t want to learn!’ 

In spite of the pain, I’d gasp, ‘I do want to learn. I just need it explained.’

This made her even angrier and she would shriek, ‘You’re an eejit!’ before banishing me to stand in the corner. Once, when I muttered in defiance, ‘You’re a fucking old fool,’ the whole classroom roared with laughter. This was very strong language for those days – unthinkable, in fact. I don’t think I quite understood how shocking that particular phrase was – I’d probably picked it up from the other children in the rough-and-tumble of the playground. I didn’t want to be difficult or foul-mouthed. I just didn’t want to be there.

The result of my battles with Mother Dymphna was always a trip to Mr Duffy, the headmaster, who brandished a black whip-like instrument to strike me on the hands. It really hurt, my palms turning red and swollen afterwards, and once I got into such a state that I wet myself, which didn’t do much for my status with the other pupils. Mr Duffy would always tell my mother what I had said to Mother Dymphna, and that didn’t go down well at all. I can still remember the smell of privet hedges and the hot tarmac under my feet as I trudged home, feeling utterly miserable. On arrival, Mummy would inform me that because of my bad behaviour at school I would not be getting any supper that evening. When I protested, she would point to the welts on my hands, saying, ‘Well, you wouldn’t be able to hold the fork, anyway, would you?’ and send me to my room. 

Fortunately, when I was eleven, I found the perfect antidote to school and to my difficult family life. A local girl called Brenda had some ponies, and in return for helping to muck out the stables I had riding lessons with her. I begged Mummy for a pony of my own, but she always said no, so I secretly applied, with another friend, to the Blue Cross, an animal charity, asking for a horse. They offered us two Irish cobs called Cavan and Listowel who needed a home. My friend took Cavan, and I took possession of Listowel, without telling my mother.

Listowel lived on some allotments near Brenda’s house and I paid for his keep by doing stable chores and exercising other children’s ponies. A man from a nearby stables lent me a saddle. He was an odd chap, not popular with the other children. One day when I was with Listowel, he came into the stable and pressed his body close to mine, fiddling with the fastening on my trousers. I knew that wasn’t right, and it certainly wasn’t very nice, but nothing else happened and I loved being with Listowel. He was a beautiful horse, dock-tailed, with a shining black coat like a Fell Pony, and, a very good jumper, he was just the right size for me. He must have had a troubled past, as he was very nervous at first and used to buck me off, but once he learned to trust me we became inseparable. I absolutely adored him. Mummy was furious when she found out about Listowel, especially when he needed extra feed through the winter months. I would order it, and there’d be a row when the bill arrived, always culminating in the threat of the pony being sold. I closed my ears to it because the hours I spent with Listowel, schooling, jumping, hacking, caring for him, were by far the happiest of my childhood. 

At home, I tried to get close to my mother but it was impossible to bridge the gap between my longing for warmth and understanding, and her need for a relationship with a man. Phil the telephone engineer, the man I had found her in bed with, was now a frequent visitor, sometimes joining in our family activities. He was so much younger than Mummy, only a little older than my oldest brother Edward, that I found it really strange having him around, adding to my feeling of not really belonging. One rare happy time was when I sang a solo at Midnight Mass. It was a very big thing to stay up late and participate in such an important occasion. My whole family walked to Mass and I left them to climb up into the choir stalls. When it came to my solo, ‘Ave Verum Corpus’, the crowded faces in the church all looked up at me and I completely lost my nerve. I have always had a fear of being in crowded places, and felt vulnerable and exposed. My voice dried up but somehow, in the end, I managed to sing. Afterwards my brother Ralph very kindly said, ‘You sounded lovely, when you got brave.’ 

With Listowel, I always felt brave. He helped me so much, and I counted down the minutes until I could be with him. At school I was always being told off for answering back and the atmosphere at home was so unpleasant: Phil the telephone engineer became an almost a permanent fixture. He hadn’t moved in full-time, as he was still living at home with his parents and I think his own mother disapproved of the relationship. I found the household too tense, and worried I would find Mummy and Phil in a passionate embrace again. I spent more and more time with Listowel, inadvertently distancing myself from Ralph and the rest of my siblings.

I decided to move Listowel further away, to a farm about five miles from home near Dartford Heath. The area is not exactly rural now, but back then it was open countryside, away from people, and the farmer and his wife were very kind to me. I used to bicycle over every day, buckets of oats for Listowel swinging from my handlebars. I built a camp from a tree that had fallen down, and a bit of old tin roof, and I’d steal a loaf of bread from home and stay overnight at the camp. My mother never came to find me, and I can’t believe the farmer didn’t say anything, but I loved being out in nature, with no one criticising me or getting after me. Sometimes a vixen and her cub would visit me, coming very close. I would throw pieces of bread, which they would snap up hungrily just an arm’s length away, always poised to run, but I think they knew I wouldn’t hurt them. 

It could be bitterly cold out in the field at night, and I would wake up very early, wrapped in my coat and a blanket I’d brought from home, and see the grass all white and stiff with frost. Listowel would be dozing beside the camp, his breath steaming in the cold air and beads of ice on his whiskers. He liked to stand vigil over me while I slept, and through the night I would hear the stamp of his hoofs as he shifted from foot to foot. There was such a bond between us, a trust and an unconditional love that I hadn’t experienced with people. I grew completely happy with my own company – so long as I had animals nearby. In fact, I preferred it. 

This idyllic time with Listowel came to an end when I was fourteen. The man who had lent me the saddle accused me of stealing it, with a bale of his expensive clover hay. I hadn’t stolen anything. Clover hay was rich and thick, the bale far too heavy for me to lift. I had ordered it, asking for it to be delivered and promising to pay later, thinking my mother would give me the money in return for me doing household chores, but she didn’t. The man threatened me with the police, perhaps in revenge for my moving Listowel away from the stables, dashing his hopes of any more trouser-fiddling. Or maybe fear that I might tell someone about him fuelled his vindictive behaviour. 

I gave back the saddle he had loaned me and asked my mother again for the money to pay for the hay but she refused, telling me I must pay for it myself. I’d given up working for the pet shop to have more time with Listowel and I had no way of earning any money. I shouted at Mummy that she loved her children less than her man friend, but to no avail, and things escalated. The man who had lent me the saddle insisted on a court case, and Listowel was sent back to the Blue Cross. Devastated, I never saw him again, and never knew what happened to him. 

My mother came with me to the magistrates’ court, looking very grand in a black astrakhan coat, and brought a friend with her – the singer Dorothy Squires, who was quite famous at that time. My mother hadn’t come to back me up and instead told the magistrate, ‘I’m not paying for this. I can’t control him. He’s just difficult.’

I don’t believe I was difficult. I’d given the saddle back and I simply couldn’t get the money to pay for the hay. At home, I couldn’t help disliking Phil, and I think my mother was annoyed with me because I had caught her in bed with him. She knew I was aware of her relationships with men and I think that made her resent me.

That day in the courtroom I was found guilty of theft and was fined the cost of the hay, which, ironically, my mother agreed to pay. I expected to be severely told off and assumed I would have to pay back what I owed by cleaning the silver and the brass but, to my horror, I was completely wrong. Instead my mother asked that I be taken into care. I had no idea this was even an option. I couldn’t believe she was saying I couldn’t go home, not just to me, but in front of the strangers in the court. I was numb with shock. Just before I was taken away by Mr Stradling, a probation officer, Mummy gushed, ‘Oh, he’s such a difficult child. I can’t do anything with him. It’s beyond my capabilities.’ 

Dorothy Squires stood there nodding righteously and saying, ‘Yes, Ena, yes.’

When my mother tried to hug me and say it was all for the best, I dodged behind Mr Stradling. I didn’t want her to touch me, or to hear the false endearments I knew she would utter for the benefit of the bystanders. Mr Stradling drove me away in his car, taking me to a remand centre ‘for observation’. I looked down at the rubber mat on the car floor, fighting back my tears so it would look as if I didn’t care. 

The remand centre was a big old house in the village of Harrietsham, in Kent. The atmosphere was alien to me. Boys smoked and bells rang, signalling the start of the day and every lesson change. There was a pervading smell of cheap polish and overcooked cabbage, and every hour of the day was regimented. The bathroom stank of Lysol and everyone had to gargle after brushing their teeth, with a vile pink liquid called glyco-thymoline, as if they were trying to show us all how disgusting and dirty we were. It was a huge and sudden change from being at home, and the dear, gentle companionship of Listowel, especially when I got beaten up by the other boys. I felt utterly alone and in complete shock, surviving by shutting myself off. I didn’t make any friends, going deep inside my head, taking myself back to the memories of the camp and Listowel. It made me sad to think of him, but it was better than focusing on the horrid rough environment around me. The staff told me off for not listening, but I got through by keeping a low profile. 

I was at the remand centre for about six weeks. Christmas came, and I was told to go to the end of the drive, as I had a visitor. Off I ran, sure it would be my mother, hoping she’d relented and missed me – I hadn’t seen her since the court – so it was a shattering disappointment to see Phil and my brother Brian standing on the drive. I scuffed the gravel with my feet, not looking at them. Then I said we were having lunch early at the centre and that I must go back. Phil gave me a bag of presents but I’ll never know what they were, because as soon as he was out of sight I shoved it into the hedge. I didn’t care about presents. I just wanted my mother to show she’d forgiven me.

A week later, I went to Maidstone to see a child psychologist and the next day, Mr Stradling (honestly, I’d have changed that name if I were he) took me out for a drive. He asked how I felt about home and school, and what my plans were for a career. I sat in silence for a long time, then explained that, while I didn’t want to stay at the centre, I really didn’t want to go back to my family. I told him about the dynamic between my mother and me, and how I’d seen Phil having sex with her and couldn’t forget this. Mr Stradling seemed to understand and suggested we visit a boarding school that might have a place for me. 

Finchden Manor, near Tenterden, was an Elizabethan house with beams outside and dark, panelled rooms with low ceilings. I took an instant dislike to the principal, Dr Lywood; his years in those oppressive rooms seemed to have left him with a stoop. Mr Stradling had kept telling me how wonderful Dr Lywood was but he was rather distant towards me. He kept chatting to Mr Stradling, but I could see him watching me, observing me, and that made me feel very uncomfortable.

As he and the probation officer discussed my future, one of the pupils, a boy dressed in jeans, took me on a tour of the premises. Jeans, at that time, were quite unusual and mostly seen in cowboy films. I didn’t know anyone who wore them and found his attire rather odd. The historic decor of the house was defiled and neglected, and some of the living quarters were situated in rusting railway carriages. I was told the school offered a great degree of freedom to the pupils and I wouldn’t have to attend lessons if I didn’t want to. I met some of the staff, who wore clothes very similar to the pupils’, and Dr Lywood asked me what I thought of the school. 

‘Ghastly,’ I said. 

Dr Lywood chuckled and replied, ‘Ah, you will grow to like it.’ 

I knew I wouldn’t. Everything was in disarray without any order or routine. I didn’t trust it and it seemed ludicrous that I had been described as ‘out of control’ but was now being encouraged to join an establishment with no rules. Mr Stradling explained that I could keep a horse at the school if I liked. I was longing to have a horse again, so I pushed aside my objections and a few days later I arrived at Finchden Manor, my fees paid by the county council.

On the first night, I tried to run away but one of the teachers caught me in the grounds and brought me back. Confused and miserable, I just couldn’t settle. I hated it. With no fixed timetables, I found myself walking aimlessly around. I couldn’t find any classes in progress, though sometimes I’d see a pupil in a corridor attempting to get a tune from a musical instrument, or I’d stumble upon a group involved in a discussion that seemed to have neither a beginning nor an end. Some years later, the singer and gay activist Tom Robinson was a pupil at Finchden Manor, and he has said he liked the laissez-faire routine. It was a disaster for me. The lack of rules inflamed my insecurity and my sense of not belonging. The promised horse never materialised, I kept trying to run away, and after a few weeks I was sent home, on the condition that I met Mr Stradling in the Congregational Church hall for weekly reviews. 




CHAPTER TWO

Horses, Horses, Horses

AN UNEASY TRUCE was established between me and my mother. She was completely preoccupied with Phil and ignored me, paying almost no attention to any of us children.

I went to Bexleyheath Boys School, the local secondary modern. Ralph and my younger brother John were already there but by now I felt I hardly knew them. Ralph excelled at sports and I wasn’t sporty, so, without common interests, I drifted even further away from my siblings. 

As soon as my fifteenth birthday came along, I left school. My plan was to join the Household Cavalry so I could work with horses, but I was turned down due to a foot injury from two years before. Eventually I found employment in a solicitors’ practice in London, working in the post room. I still lived at home but the job got me out of the house and gave me independence from my mother. 

The firm seemed to be impressed by me but I hated being cooped up, looking forward to the days when I would be sent to Somerset House. There I would search the records for one of the firm’s clients, a stud farm, which meant I could browse through all the details about the horses. I didn’t enjoy the commute either. It was so stuffy and predictable. Every morning I took the train from Bexley station to Charing Cross, sitting next to rows of men in smart three-piece suits and bowler hats, all reading The Times. No one spoke. The only time I ever said anything was when a man got on and started spluttering. He continued to cough and sneeze and belch and the other men flinched away from him with marked movements of disgust, holding up their newspapers in front of their faces. After one particularly loud belch I said, ‘Now, sir, perhaps you would favour us with a fart.’ 

I just couldn’t help it. I think that was the thing about me. I was a shy boy, turning into a shy young man, but there were moments where I came out with exactly what I thought. Often others were thinking this, too, though they wouldn’t express it, and people would either burst out laughing or look at me in absolute shock. That day, all the newspapers twitched like mad and I heard a snigger from behind the nearest copy but no one said a word. 

Although I didn’t warm to the work, I was very glad of it. When I started I was given a National Insurance number and my first National Insurance card. After the war, the National Insurance scheme had been expanded and now formed a major component of the new welfare state. Throughout everyone’s working life, employers would pay for stamps to be added to the employee’s National Insurance card – or cards, as the number of stamps increased – every week. On production of the stamped cards, I would be able to get health benefits, unemployment benefit and a pension. This sort of structure and safety net for the future made me feel secure and grown-up, motivating me to work hard. Unfortunately, in the years to come, my relationship with National Insurance turned out to be less straightforward. In fact, this system was the beginning of my downfall. 

While working for the solicitors, I was loaned a piebald horse called Sonny, keeping him in a field and stable near Bexley station. I rode him in the mornings before work, wearing my business suit, changing into a pair of gumboots that I kept at the stable to save my shoes getting dirty. I had to get up ridiculously early to spend time with Sonny but I felt so happy and alive. I knew that somehow I must find a way to spend the rest of my life working with horses. My mother was adamant that this was the wrong pursuit. She disapproved of my love of horses and told me I would never make any money, but my mind was set. After endless rows and arguments, she finally allowed me to switch jobs. 

At sixteen, I started as a working pupil at a riding stables in Westerham, where I could take the British Horse Society’s instructor certificate. One of our instructors was a fearsome German woman, whose philosophy was that the horse should be ‘dominated’. ‘The horse must lose the natural nod!’ she would screech. This is a movement a horse makes as it relaxes and seeks forward for a contact with the bit, but she believed we shouldn’t allow this and should restrict the horse’s head and neck. I was never comfortable with that. I have always had very light hands, which for me is the key to get a horse going freely and happily. I like to get on a horse and quietly take an interactive approach: ‘Now, what are we going to do? Are you going to like me? Let’s trot – show me what you can do,’ and so forth. 

One of the good things our instructor did was to make us spend a long time riding without stirrups, keen for us to sit deep in the saddle and feel the horse’s movement through our seat bones. Horses love that physical connection, when they know that the rider can feel what they are doing and goes along with it. I was lucky to have a good physique for riding, with long legs and flat calves, and whenever I was on a horse’s back, I felt completely at home and, in return, the horses seemed to love me. 

While I was at Westerham, I also witnessed a very different approach to horses that would influence me deeply. One morning as I was heading to the stables, I saw the most wonderful sight. A slight young woman was riding a beautiful iron-grey horse in the field. She was doing dressage exercises, helped by her father, who I later found out was
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At Chester Square in 1968,
as Conway Wilson Young's
grandmother Hilda
Wertheimer looks down.

Prima ballerina Margot Fonteyn. I
met her in 1969 and she was a good
friend through a difficult time.

Artist Francis Bacon taking
some refreshment on a train —
perhaps recovering from our
brief liaison. We met at the
Colony Club in Soho in 1966.
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On Dartmoor, near Kestorway in
1976, riding Rosetta. Chino went
everywhere with me. The most
faithful and loving confidante,
she could have written her own
book about our time together.

A relaxing hack on my lovely Blue
Slipper in 1976, with rescue dog
Chino leading the way. (I always
wear a riding hat now — those were
very different times!)






OPS/html/nav.xhtml




Contents



		Cover



		Title Page



		Copyright



		Contents



		Dedication





		Preface



		1. The Odd One Out



		2. Horses, Horses, Horses



		3. The Girl with the White Cotton Gloves



		4. Problems, Pills and Other People’s Passions



		5. Mr Jeremy Thorpe, MP



		6. No Such Thing as a Free Lunch



		7. A Proposal and a Confession



		8. Billy



		9. Peter Bessell



		10. Aversion Therapy … Why?



		11. A Model in the Swinging Sixties



		12. Benjamin



		13. Living in Fear



		14. Nightmare on Exmoor



		15. The Newton Trial



		16. The Committal



		17. ‘The Trial of the Century’



		18. Home



		Acknowledgements



		Picture Acknowledgements



		Picture Section











Guide





 		Cover



 		Title page



 		Contents

 









   

		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		194



		195



		196



		197



		198



		199



		200



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205



		206



		207



		208



		209



		210



		211



		212



		213



		214



		215



		216



		217



		218



		219



		220



		221



		222



		223



		224



		225



		226



		227



		228



		229



		230



		231



		232



		233



		234



		235



		236



		237



		238



		239



		240



		241



		242



		243



		244



		245



		246



		247



		248



		249



		250



		251



		252



		253



		254



		255



		256



		257



		258



		259



		260



		261



		262



		263



		264



		265



		266



		267



		268



		269



		270



		271



		272



		273



		274



		275



		276



		277



		278



		279



		280



		281



		282



		283



		284



		285



		286



		287



		288



		289



		290



		291



		292



		293



		294



		295



		296



		297



		298



		299



		300



		301



		302



		303



		304



		305



		306



		307



		308



		309



		310



		311



		312



		313



		314



		315



		316



		317



		318



		319



		320



		321



		322



		323



		324



		325



		326



		327



		328











OPS/images/plate2.jpg
Jeremy Thorpe MP gives his signature wave to admirers
outside the Houses of Parliament in 1967.

Jeremy Thorpe and his mother Ursula
Thorpe (seated) and second wife Marion.

AN T

22 Draycott Place: I used to throw down
the keys to Jeremy from the balcony — my
room was directly above the front door.
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An early modelling test shot from 1968 by
Francis Loney. I kept that plum-coloured
velvet shirt for years.

Vernon Dewhurst took this one for
Quincy Jones’ shop on Shepherd Market
in 1969. Stella models a Loewe coat and

I am in one of the shop’s designs.

Sue with our son Benjamin in 1969. The
only picture I have of them together.

My daughter Bryony aged three in

1979, already adept with pencil and paper.
Probably making a drawing for her daddy.
We were — and still are — very close.
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‘The pretty Miss Lynch and the other
one’. This photograph was taken in
1921. My mother Ena is on the left,
and her sister Josephine seated.

I don’t see a difference, myself.

They both look pretty.

Happy times: my mother looking
stylish on a day out with her husband
Bertie Merritt in the 1930s.

Aged fourteen on an outing with Bexleyheath Boys Secondary School
(far right). My hairstyle is ahead of its time — very Vidal Sassoon.
1 borrowed the yellow scarf from my brother Edward.
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How I dodged a bullet, spoke truth
to power and lived to tell the tale
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Pumpkin time at the farm.
With my grandchildren Jay,
Jasmine, Ebony and Holly
in 2020.

The beautiful Coppelia,
one of the horses I showed,
winning with me at
Honiton Show in 2004.

On the sofa with

my Affenpinschers
in 2019: a typical
evening at the farm.
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A cartoon by Franklin from May
1976, after the Newton Trial. Jeremy
Thorpe out shooting bunnies.

IDON'T MISS HIM THIS TIMEL"

David Holmes, Jeremy Thorpe’s Mr Fixit.

Emlyn Hooson, the Welsh Liberal MP,
looking the epitome of decency and
respectability.

Andrew Gino Newton, the would-be
hitman. His dress sense says it all.

John Le Mesurier about to give evidence in June
1979. Not the amiable actor and star of Dad’s
Army, but a carpet salesman from Swansea.
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h Jeremy Thorpe is heckled by Brixton
'« Gays as he arrives at the Old Bailey for
the judge’s summing-up on 18 June 1979.

About to give my evidence
in May 1979.

Peter Bessell leaves the Old
Bailey after taking a hammering
from the defence counsel.
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‘Itis no worse oo R
'h“n snonling George Carman, Jeremy
9 Thorpe’s defence counsel,
u SICk dog rather resembling a grumpy
spaniel. Both his bark and
A horrible headline, one of many. his bite were savage.






