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Dedication

TO MY FATHER –

JOURNALIST, DIPLOMAT, TRAVELLER




Epigraph

‘My name’s Bond – James Bond. I write books – adventure stories . . . When I said “stories” I didn’t mean fiction. I meant the sort of high-level gossip that’s probably pretty near the truth. That sort of thing’s worth diamonds to a writer.’
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Introduction

‘Good evening, Mr Bond.’

QUEEN ELIZABETH II

‘Mr Fleming,’ she said in her deep voice, ‘to me you’re the epitome of the English cad.’

‘Mrs Leiter, you’re so right. Let’s have a Martini.’

It became common for those who had not met Ian Fleming to take the hostile position of Marion Oatsie Leiter, who, on encountering him for the first time at a party on a warm evening in Jamaica, chastised Fleming for how he had treated her friend in an affair.

His niece Gilly says, ‘I was only allowed to meet Uncle Ian when I was past eighteen because he was so dangerous. He’d had lots of women and drank too much, my mother said. She was appalled at his behaviour.’

Just as Graham Greene has been boiled down to ‘sex, books and depression’, so is Ian Fleming rendered into tabloid fat as a card-playing golfer who hits the road after whipping his wife, roaring home late at night in his Ford Thunderbird from Royal St George’s golf course or Boodle’s, fortified on a diet of Martinis, Turkish tobacco and scrambled eggs, before tip-toeing, slip-on shoes in hand, up the narrow staircase in Victoria Square, past Ann’s smart guests, to his monastic top-floor bedroom, where, after first removing his polka-dotted bow-tie and navy blue Sea Island cotton shirt, he would lie with his blanket over his head listening to over-educated voices on the floor below snigger at his latest book.

This caricature still broadly holds, which is why I was wary when the Fleming Estate wondered if I might consider writing a new biography, with the promise of access to family papers that had not been seen before; in order to guarantee artistic integrity, it would be up to me to find a publisher. But was there anything more to learn or say about Ian Fleming that had not been well told already? Furthermore, did I wish to spend four or five years in the company of this ‘moody, harsh and withdrawn person, habitually rude and often cruel’ – as even one of his best friends portrayed him. Oatsie Leiter groaned in response to yet one more question about what he had been really like, ‘Darling, I think I’m about out of Ian Fleming.’

Like most baby boomers in Britain, America, Canada and Australia, I had grown up on James Bond. Yet about his creator, I knew no more than titbits picked up when interviewing one or two of his contemporaries.

Before deciding, I conducted a background check. I sought out Fleming’s previous biographers. I spoke to his surviving family and friends. I looked out some of the new material that has appeared since the last major biography in 1995. And what I found is what you find when you dive deeper and then deeper. Under the jarring surface of his popular image I could see a different person.

A shining example, literally, of the uneasy contract between the public and private Fleming is the story about him flinging a squid at the novelist Rosamond Lehmann when she was staying at his home in Jamaica. In the version told by the writer Peter Quennell, Fleming did this to frighten Lehmann into leaving early since he was expecting the arrival of another lover. Lehmann’s less well-known account sheds a more satisfying light on the story.

Lehmann came across the squid on the kitchen floor; Fleming had speared it, intending to have it for dinner. ‘As I looked at it,’ she recalled, ‘I suddenly caught its eye. It seemed to stare at me, and I felt for some reason that this was a creature every bit as intelligent as we were and that it was suffering terribly. So I persuaded Ian to throw it back in the sea. He grumbled a bit and said, “How typical of a soft old pseudo-liberal like you. You may think nature is beautiful, but it is very cruel, very ruthless. Just you see. As soon as we throw the squid back in the sea, all the other creatures will go for it. Just you see.” So we did throw it in, and it was quite extraordinary, for suddenly this odd, grey, inanimate creature began to light up in the water until it was quite phosphorescent. Then it swam away as we watched and Ian was completely speechless. It was an incident that I always meant to write a story about, but never have.’

As with the squid, so with its fisherman. The unsympathetic image I had formed from sideways glimpses of a prickly, self-centred bounder camouflaged another, more luminous person. This Ian Fleming, so far from having an unimportant desk job in the Second World War, had played a singular part in the war that he could never talk about, tantalising bits of which emerged in the novels that he started writing after this adventure was essentially over, but who also lived life to the full and had a wonderful laugh and, in the words of another friend, ‘brought colour (and occasional fury) into the lives of countless others’. He broke the taboos of our time but not of his own, carrying on as if it were wartime – which perhaps, for Fleming, his life always was. For all his undeniable shortcomings, he was an unfailingly intriguing character who, as Leiter herself had been swift to recognise, was more than capable of being sympathetic, funny, vital, humane: of glowing. If he was not an unblemished paragon like his father, a war hero, neither was he the unpleasant, frivolous second son I had imagined. As in the story of the squid and the reassessment it begs, the new material – unpublished letters and diaries, declassified files, previously uninterviewed witnesses – sets off Fleming and his life in a new light that leads to new conclusions about the man.

You felt his presence on the page and, what is not so common for a writer, also in the room.

‘I can see him walking through the door at Buscot into the tiny sitting room,’ says his wife’s niece Sara Morrison. ‘He stops and puts his elbow on the upright piano on the right and tells us children to go to bed. He had an absolutely hypnotically attractive voice to a child, haunting and never raised, and everyone seemed to shut up when he spoke. I was rather intrigued by grown-ups’ reaction to him. We all knew that something big had come into the room, and everyone jumped to.’

‘He was rather good-looking to say the least of it,’ says Fleming’s stepson Raymond. ‘In my mother’s album there’s a photo of him, and underneath she’s written “Beautiful Ian”.’

His American friend Ernie Cuneo has given us a pen-portrait of Fleming’s sad, bony, ‘fateful’ features: ‘a high forehead with a head of thick brown, curlyish hair, parted on the side and neatly combed over to the left. His eyes were piercing blue and he had a good, firm jaw.’ The American journalist Dorothy Thompson sighed after meeting the young Ian Fleming in Kitzbühel: ‘The moulding of those cheekbones.’ His nose had been broken and repaired with a metal plate, giving him the look of a light heavyweight boxer. To Lady Mary Pakenham, the journalist daughter of the Earl of Longford, ‘Ian was the best-looking man I have ever seen with a broken nose and a damned soul/fallen angel expression. He was taller than Peter, about five eleven, I imagine. Slightly round-shouldered, but with marvellous legs.’ They were the smooth-muscled legs of a runner, ‘with rather large calves’, observed Cuneo, a former football star.

Then the voice. His stepdaughter Fionn remembers it as curiously light for a man. ‘Because of the image of James Bond, you think you’re going to get a deep baritone, but it’s a lyric tenor.’ She says: ‘His voice surprised people.’

As did his physicality. ‘Ian moved as quickly as a lizard,’ said Mary Pakenham. ‘If he got up to fetch a book, he would dart across the room in a flash. For older or slower people, it was exhilarating to have him about.’

Ivar Bryce met him first when Fleming was eight, knew him to the end of his life, and was still able to summon his ‘magnetic, electrically charged personality’ ten years after his death. ‘The way he burst into a room, radiating enthusiasm for some never-before-thought-of project, the jollity and warmth of his language, his strikingly good looks even, make him seem so much more alive than most of us.’ Bryce wrote in an unpublished account: ‘I should not feel surprised, only overjoyed, if he were to come crashing in. “Why should you think I was dead?”’

This vitality was singled out by Noël Coward, whom Fleming chose to be his best man. ‘Half of his world was fantasy. That was what made him such an enchanting person to be with. At any moment you would find yourself slap in the middle of this dream world of his and you would be carried along and it would be wonderful, and unlike being with anyone else.’

Lisl Popper first knew Ian Fleming in Austria in the 1920s. ‘All the things people said about him later, about his gloom, melancholy, solitariness, frankly amaze me. He was exactly the opposite.’

Clare Blanshard was another dissenter. She had met Fleming in Ceylon in 1944, and went on to work for him at the Sunday Times in New York, and was the first to read his books. In one of ‘the hilarious sessions we had over his manuscripts’, Blanshard admonished him for being damagingly cavalier about his public image. ‘I painted horrible pictures of the false “self” he was presenting to the world.’

The ‘imbalance’, as Blanshard saw it, of his private, generous, funny side, and the rude, brooding Fleming on formal display was captured in one of only two or three portraits of him, painted in 1962 by his friend Amherst Villiers. Fleming had paid £525 for the oil painting, which was used as the frontispiece in a limited edition of On Her Majesty’s Secret Service, but ‘Mr Fleming was of the opinion it was valueless’, according to his secretary. Objecting to the ‘doom-fraught eyes’, he grumbled that it made him look like ‘an aged Dracula or a young Somerset Maugham’. Eventually, it was to hang outside the gun room at his home in Wiltshire – with Fleming’s face turned to the wall by his widow after his death.

Blanshard offered this tribute when asked to describe Fleming’s truer face: ‘It was his innocence, geniality, merriment, wonderful sense of humour . . . all that and his zest for extracting what cheer he could from the daily situation, & injecting joie de vivre into companions, that rendered him so attractive to be with. He was privately, almost secretly, generous-minded, and there was nothing petty about him.’

One of his most understanding lovers, Maud Russell, who had paid for Fleming’s house in Jamaica, wrote in her diary: ‘After being with I[an]. I always feel a more sensible, less petty and more courageous person.’

Old lovers went on loving him. Seven years after his death, Maud still had not forgotten his effect. ‘Sometimes I think of Ian – mostly of his personality, his character & his innate kindliness.’

Kindliness is not the first characteristic that James Bond evokes, yet it is telling how often this word or something like it bobs up in connection with his author. Rosamond Lehmann had the briefest fling with Fleming in Jamaica, but essentially she felt the same – ‘really he was a very kind person’.

It would be wrong to think this kindliness was directed exclusively at women. ‘A ladies’ man par excellence,’ said his wartime associate Peter Smithers, Fleming was also that rare combination, ‘a man’s man if ever there was one’. Plenty of Fleming’s other male colleagues attest to the generous and loyal stripe in his make-up. They also appreciated his humour, adopting Fleming’s maxim: When hungry in France and looking for a restaurant, always ask a fat policeman. A feature that distinguishes his male friends is that, barring one or two garish exceptions, they are characters in the upright mould of his banking grandfather Robert Fleming: they are unlikely to have been duped by a cad.

‘The inimitable and lovable Ian Fleming,’ Denis Hamilton, his editor at the Sunday Times called him. Robert Harling, who worked with Fleming for 25 years: ‘The most generous, least malicious, most merry yet most melancholy man I ever knew.’ His lawyer Matthew Farrer says: ‘If he said he’d do something, it would never have occurred to me he wouldn’t. I’d trust him absolutely.’ Fleming’s cousin Lord Wyfold was adamant: ‘Whatever you hear, if Ian had his last possession in the world and it was a dollar, and you needed a dollar, he would give it to you.’

Not that Fleming was someone to broadcast his deeds. He agreed with the Australian journalist Richard Hughes, to whom he had done an invisible good turn, that one of the great pleasures in life was ‘to do good by stealth and have it discovered by accident’. A small example of his surprising concern for others is recollected by the son of Jock Campbell, chair of the company that bought Fleming’s literary estate. Weeks before Fleming died, John Campbell, aged twenty-four, stayed with him in a small flat overlooking the golf course at Sandwich on the Kent coast. ‘We were talking about shaving. I told him, “I still wet shave, I don’t use electricity.” That evening, I found a lovely old badger brush sitting beside my watch which I’d put on my bedside table.’

‘Like him?’ says the thriller writer Len Deighton, who met Fleming when writing the first of his two Bond screenplays. ‘I’d go down on the knees and say prayers for his afterlife. Lord, yes.’

While many would find it easier to praise the exemplary character and all-round achievements of Fleming’s outstanding elder brother, the poet John Betjeman felt otherwise: ‘I like Peter, but Ian was a much kinder, nicer, more sensitive person.’

Kinder, and more important.

Fleming’s blatant legacy is the fictional hero he created in his last dozen years, almost as an afterthought. This English secret agent has gone on to have a profound global impact on the culture of the twentieth century and thereafter, with the titles of his adventures and the names of his villains and heroines now in the lexicon. According to the historian Max Hastings, he remains known to peoples throughout the world, from western capitals to desert wildernesses of Arabia and icy wastelands of North America. ‘It seems to me that whatever reservations we all have about Ian Fleming and Bond, today it is impossible to overstate their quite extraordinary influence in making something English seem important in the twenty-first-century world. James Bond has a stature to which no modern prime minister, nor royal, nor indeed anything can lay claim.’

The source of Fleming’s notoriety was ‘the fast-moving, high-living’ character who was ‘unrivalled in modern publishing history’, according to the blurb of The Man with the Golden Gun,* the twelfth novel in the series, that was published a year after his death – by which time global sales of Fleming’s books surpassed forty million.

This character needs no introduction. Like Paddington Bear or Winnie-the-Pooh, he enjoys universal appeal. Anywhere in the world, the five words ‘The name’s Bond. James Bond’ are guaranteed to ignite a smile.

In the United States alone, James Bond has been invoked as a model by successive presidents, from John F. Kennedy and Ronald Reagan to George Bush, Jr. and Donald Trump, as if they believe he exists. ‘James Bond is a man of honour,’ said Reagan. ‘Maybe it sounds old-fashioned, but I believe he’s a symbol of real value to the Free World.’

Bond’s ability to create myths and interest is undiminished. His continuing purchase on our imagination astonished Fleming’s last publisher at Cape, Tom Maschler. Shortly before his death in 2020, Maschler protested, ‘You can’t open a newspaper without a reference to James Bond.’*

That no day passes without James Bond making a media appearance is a testament to the enduring power of his brand. But Bond is more than a commercial icon. Few of us appreciate, quite, the reach of his influence.

Like Fleming, who predicted electric cars in the 1950s and decried the environmental harm that petrol engines could do, James Bond was frequently ahead of the game. A champion of modernisation and the latest technology, he has acted as a lightning rod for three generations and their understanding of politics, culture and sex. As much as any president, James Bond helped establish our post-war attitude towards the United States, and our less positive image of Russia, whose present leader is characterised in the British press as ‘this Botoxed Bond villain who won’t sit at a table with other people. All that’s missing is a trapdoor and a pool of sharks’. It is James Bond, discovered by sociologists in the 1960s and 1970s to hold an almost equal attraction for a female audience as for a male one, who was at the wheel of the sexual revolution in London in the Swinging Sixties, and, after that, pretty much everywhere else. He is an avatar for us all, says Dwight Macaulay, president of the Intrepid Society in Winnipeg, which honours the life of Fleming’s Canadian spy chief, William Stephenson: ‘Let’s face it – every man has secretly wanted to be him, and every woman wanted to meet him.’

Not only to foreigners has Bond succeeded in promoting a seductive ideal of what it means to be British. He has done this most effectively to the British themselves. When we required an ambassador to represent us at the opening of the 2012 London Olympics, who did we pluck from the heavens to act as the Queen’s bodyguard, in a cameo appearance watched by an estimated 1 billion people, but the one other Britisher to have enjoyed Her Majesty’s fame (she had attended not a few of his premieres as well). Born fully formed in the year of her coronation and still going strong after her death, Bond is at the heart of the British subconscious, chosen to symbolise Britain not merely over the Cold War period, but into the twenty-first century. ‘Who first introduced James Bond?’ is Question 12 of 24 in the 2020 test for British citizenship.

In his most tremendous leap, Bond has managed to survive in our contemporary world as an emblem of Britain’s vision of itself, despite the tidal shift in our notions of pluralism, diversity and sexual equality. He is an indissoluble force, who is tricksy enough to resist our best intentions, however diligently we work to refine our fantasies. He somehow continues to be ‘a product of his era and a reflector of the times’, to borrow Paul Gallico’s phrase from 1961. However offensive he may appear to us, however much we might tire of him, outgrow him, or grow disenchanted, we find it impossible to escape him. He is a shorthand for something we have not yet fully resolved in ourselves.

Why has Bond endured? Eric Ambler, E. Phillips Oppenheim, Peter Cheyney, Mickey Spillane. Not one of the authors with whom Fleming was compared created a character who has continued to prosper against traditional gambling odds. An easy answer would be that the films were exceptionally popular. Yet could it not also be that they were only so popular because the character Fleming created was so unique and captivating, at once a hero of modernisation and yet a symbol of retrospective power? In this respect, Bond is like the gold Louis that Fleming observed in Monte Carlo: an out-of-date currency unaccountably still in use.

He came into his first burst of popularity in the depressing wake of the Suez Crisis – ‘one of the most pitiful bungles in the history of the world, if not the worst’, Bond tells Japanese agent Tiger Tanaka. Fleming’s contemporaries recall Suez as a painful summation of the slow, grey post-war decade: a grim, unhealthy period characterised by too much smoking/drinking/bad food/currency restriction – no one had travelled, except in the army, for years – and a habitual silence about the Second World War (the historian Antonia Fraser did not know her husband Hugh had fought in the Battle of the Bulge until they were watching a film about it). Peter Fleming explains in The Sixth Column, the thriller he dedicated to Ian and published six months before Casino Royale: ‘Almost any form of exciting fiction provided a welcome antidote to the restrictions and frustrations of life in England at that time.’ Britain had lost an empire, yet all at once, through Bond, it discovered a different way of being reunited with the world.

Conceived as a post-war British fantasy, as a balm for a demoralised imperial power on its uppers, James Bond has evolved into an immaculate agent of escapism. The lower the sun has sunk on the empire that Bond was born into, the more radiant his glow.

As the Bond legend has grown, it has carried its own time with it. James Bond is a man of the moment who has made the moment last till now. Seven decades on, after a divided Britain battles to go it alone – again – and the latest Bond movie arrives to rescue the film industry, a new generation continues in a post-pandemic era, with war in Ukraine, to scan our porridge skies for that familiar St George-like figure to parachute in out of the blue. To save and distract us from the dragons that currently threaten; to restore to us an image that is likeable to ourselves and the rest of the world.

The same two questions are always on the mind of Dwight Macaulay when he sits on the edge of his movie seat in Winnipeg. How will Bond avoid annihilation, and who exactly is James Bond? ‘Was he purely fictional, or was he based on a real-life individual?’

This last question perennially fascinates Fleming’s legions of fans. It has been asked numerous times since 1953 and the publication of Casino Royale. How did Bond spring into being; what inspired this outrageously successful character?

How much Bond is a legend that has covered for his author is another ongoing controversy. To no trivial extent, Fleming modelled himself on John Buchan’s fictitious hero Richard Hannay, whose favourite dictum was, ‘If you want to hide something, put it directly under the light.’ Bond’s flamboyant reputation has long been Fleming’s disguise, but it also led to what his first authorised biographer, John Pearson, called his ‘terrible nemesis’.

We tend to think of John le Carré before George Smiley. With Fleming, it is the reverse, as if Bond’s unstoppable waves of popularity have lapped back over the author, submerging him. More often than not, he is left out of the picture entirely, like the missing comma in the film ‘From Russia with Love’.

‘There are parasite ants that eat the host,’ says Len Deighton. ‘Fleming’s book writing has been devoured by the films. There’s this gigantic mass of interest in the Bond phenomenon and a smaller interest in Ian Fleming.’

Admiral John Godfrey was not the only one of Fleming’s wartime colleagues to lament how the man himself had been ‘overtaken by Bond’ with little more ‘than a screen of lampoons and parodies erected around him’; bluntly, ‘Ian has disappeared’.

This elimination is all the stranger, and even now it is not possible to explain, because Fleming was a lot more substantial than his fictional character. In the assessment of CIA director Allen Dulles, ‘It took a Fleming to create him.’ No less a fan than the poet Philip Larkin praised the Bond books for being ‘instinct with a personality much more complex, much more intelligent, much more imaginative than Bond’s – the personality, in short, of Fleming himself’.

When all this is said, Fleming emerges as significant despite Bond and not wholly because of Bond. He was an influential figure in his own right, someone even world leaders wished to consult, who had a fascinating story to tell, but one that security concerns and a strong stripe of diffidence prevented him from writing. To simplify horribly, there would be no James Bond had Ian Fleming not led the life he did, but if Bond had not existed, Fleming is someone we should still want to know about.

The pre-Bond Fleming was a patriotic Scot who had lived in Austria, Munich and Geneva as Hitler was coming to power. He made a noteworthy contribution to the Second World War – and not only in organising covert operations in Nazi-occupied Europe and North Africa that helped to shorten the conflict. He was also one of a trusted few who were charged with trying to bring the United States into the fight, and worked to set up and then coordinate with the foreign Intelligence department that developed into the CIA. Following the Allied victory of 1945, he continued to play an undercover role in the Cold War from behind his Sunday Times desk.

Fleming’s talent and business was to know the movers and shakers on close terms. Winston Churchill was a family friend: Fleming kept Churchill’s framed obituary of his father on the wall beside his bed, and for the first eight months of the war he listened to the First Lord pace the floor directly above his desk. After the war, Fleming was on first-name terms with another Prime Minister, Anthony Eden, who stayed at his house in Jamaica during Britain’s most serious post-war drama at the very moment when Fleming’s wife Ann was embarking on an affair with the Leader of the Opposition.

Fleming was part of the tiny circle in the room when important decisions were made. After a visit to Washington in December 1953, he joked to Ernie Cuneo, who had worked in President Roosevelt’s White House during the war, ‘I spoke severely to the White House before leaving, and I am glad to see that Dulles and the President have acted so promptly on my advice.’ Seven years later, Fleming had an intimate supper in Washington with a future American president and gave a bewitched Jack Kennedy the benefit of his wartime experience in suggesting how to deal with Fidel Castro.

Squashed around their dining-room table in London, Ian and Ann Fleming sat up to three times a week between the most influential political, cultural and social figures of the 1940s, 50s and 60s. It is not a stretch to say that Fleming formed the fascia of his class: elusive, at once separating and connecting, and serving a role that most people did not know existed but was fundamental at a time when his nation was engaged first in defending and then in healing itself.

Few better appreciated Fleming’s worth than Cuneo, his rumbustious long-term associate, the New York lawyer, journalist, former quarterback for the Brooklyn Dodgers and Intelligence operative, who worked with him during and after the war. Three years older, twenty pounds heavier, ‘all belly and bald head’ according to John Pearson, Cuneo was Fleming’s main source of information on America. Fleming once wrote to him: ‘I am already vastly looking forward to some of those perspiring walks along the dusty Vermont lanes while I pick your brains for my books.’ For Cuneo, dedicatee of Thunderball, research assistant for Live and Let Die, Diamonds are Forever and Goldfinger, and a superb talker with beguilingly brilliant eyes that made you forget his corpulence, ‘the books of Ian Fleming plus the actual documentation of Ian Fleming’s life add up to a fascinating three-dimensional study, a rare psychological compendium of the mind of the Twentieth Century man.’

Cuneo was unequivocal: Fleming was more than his books and plays a part more central to our understanding of his time than his avatar has allowed. Yet Cuneo was quick to accept that his friend of twenty-three years was also someone who did not like to be fathomed and shot off into other disguises if the attention was narrowed on him. ‘Typical of twentieth-century artists, Ian Fleming was many people.’

It is not an exaggeration to say there were even more Ian Flemings than there are actors who have played Bond. Fleming’s long-time editor William Plomer did not need to remind his listeners at Fleming’s memorial service that he was ‘not a man of single aspect’, but of multiple, conflicting personalities. ‘Thunderbird’, ‘Byron’, ‘Faust’, ‘Sir Tristam’, ‘Falstaff’, ‘Walter Mitty’, ‘Ibsen’s Dora’, ‘B & B’ (short for Blue shirt and Bow tie), ‘Jocky’ (as his father had called him), ‘Iarn’ (as he was called in America), ‘the Colonel’ (as Peter sometimes called him and as Ian sometimes called Peter, along with the interchangeable nickname ‘Cracker’, and an earlier nickname ‘Turnip’), ‘17F’ (as Ian was known in the war), ‘the Commander’ (as he was called in Jamaica), ‘Frank Gray’ (as he once or twice signed himself, as well as ‘Cory Anan’ and ‘R. Coranville’), ‘Fine Lingam’ (Ivar Bryce’s anagram of him, sketched on a French napkin). Then, as others saw him: ‘boy scout’, ‘broken-nosed pirate’, ‘Roman emperor’, ‘Greek god’, ‘fallen angel’, ‘a bottlenecked figure with a large bum’, ‘a Holy Innocent’, ‘the Devil’. Not to omit how he variously presented himself: athlete, soldier, journalist, banker, stockbroker, book collector, publisher, Intelligence officer, thriller writer, clubman, scuba-diver, bridge-player, golfer.

Ian’s last love, Blanche Blackwell, understood that he was ‘a very private person because he was so many people’. He was so inward-looking that it was a challenge to know who he was – or thought he was. Ian told Noël Coward that on a visit to Bombay he had gladly autographed a book by him, and then in quick succession books by William Plomer, Stephen Spender and W. H. Auden. Not even then had Fleming begun to cover what Ann called ‘the whole gamut of your vast range of Freudian moods’.

Fleming’s only child Caspar was bipolar, a disorder now considered ‘highly heritable’. Caspar’s father was never consistent or predictable in his moods or relationships with people. ‘There was a peculiar duality in this too,’ said the Jamaican journalist Morris Cargill, who observed that Fleming was ‘extremely fond’ of the literary critic Cyril Connolly and very proud of his friendship. ‘Yet time after time he would go on about, “that terrible shit Connolly”.’

He liked to keep friends in separate compartments, perhaps suspecting what Clare Blanshard called their ‘interminable ruminations about him’. No friend mulled over the enigma of Ian Fleming with more obstinate curiosity than Mary Pakenham, who complained that whenever you called on him ‘you never quite knew what you would find because you never knew what mood he would be in’ – on top of that, he was ‘never, never the same two days running’. Pakenham wrote in her diary after another frustrating evening spent trying to work him out: ‘Ian has more characteristics than anyone I know.’ She watched with compassion how these characteristics ‘warred with each other, and went on warring until the end’.

It means that virtually anything you can say of Ian Fleming, the opposite is true also.

Graham Sutherland: ‘He was good on art.’

John Hayward: ‘You never heard him mentioning a painting he really liked.’

Roald Dahl: ‘Ian adored money.’

Ivar Bryce: ‘Money really wasn’t important to Ian. All he really wanted were cars, movement, books, cigarettes and a few antiques.’

Ann Fleming: ‘He was most emphatically not a snob.’

Sean Connery: ‘A real snob.’

Edward Merrett: ‘I never saw him lose his temper.’

Peter Quennell: ‘When the Commander really became annoyed he would appear like an angry Aztec idol.’

Ralph Arnold: ‘He was completely and utterly irresistible to women. He was the only man I have known who really was.’

Mary Pakenham: ‘Nine out of ten women couldn’t stand him.’

Raymond O’Neill: ‘I always saw Bond as Ian.’

John Godfrey: ‘Ian hadn’t the remotest resemblance to James Bond.’

And so on.

He was lazy yet never stopped working; a playboy puritan who never stopped punishing himself; a deep melancholic who never stopped laughing. (‘There’s never been anyone could make me laugh quite so much as Ian,’ said Noël Coward, ‘we just laughed and laughed until it hurt us.’) Easily bored, he sought the company of bores. (‘Ann,’ he used to say, ‘but I love bores.’) He was a life-enhancer at one moment, a killjoy at another. At night, a whip-wielding sadist; by day, according to Joan Saunders, who worked with him at the Admiralty, ‘the least violent man I have ever known’. A loner who needed a group. An ultra-conservative who was a non-conformist. A man of iron routine who craved excitement and change to an unnatural degree. And after forty-three years of living and sparring with all these versions of himself and more, a confirmed bachelor who then married his opposite.

He listed himself in Who’s Who as ‘author and publisher’, and the first item under his recreations was ‘First editions’ (followed by spearfishing, cards and golf). Among the myriad things I never knew about him was that in one of his compartmentalised identities he had owned and directed not only the Queen Anne Press, but also the leading bibliographic journal, the Book Collector; and long before that, he had himself been a dedicated collector of rare books.

An image that stays is the description by one of Fleming’s girlfriends of his grey-painted bachelor studio in Ebury Street before the war: the forbidding volumes, each in its fleece-lined black box embossed in gold with the Fleming coat of arms, but with the pages inside showing no indication of having been touched. She had the sudden insight that he himself was like a rare first edition, yet to be read or understood by its collector.

So is Ian Fleming to us. For all that we feel we know him, this ultimately popular author remains unread in unexpected ways.

Mike VanBlaricum is the founder and president of the Ian Fleming Foundation, and the world’s leading collector of ‘the writings by and about Ian Fleming and the entire James Bond phenomenon’. After forty years of immersing himself in Fleming and his work, VanBlaricum still considers him an enigma. ‘A mystery remains how a single individual, through the life he had led, changed popular culture. After he wrote the books, everyone knows what happened. But what was in his life to 1952, until he started putting that stuff on paper?’ Deep in his masonry, in the deepest reaches of the books, articles, theses, symposiums, TV dramatisations, films and headlines that Fleming continues to generate a lifetime after his death, there is a genuine and still unresolved inner puzzle.

Fleming’s public reputation is undercut by the testimonies of those closest to him. That said, he never fully revealed himself to anyone, and even with his friends was guarded about his true feelings, motivations and thoughts. ‘Ian’s basic complication in life was just communicating with people,’ said Ann. Few managed to swim near enough to crack that ‘puzzling’ personality and understand how who he was and how these tensions within him led Fleming to impact popular culture to the degree that he has. Fleming’s wartime chief, Admiral Godfrey, who oversaw one of the most effective Intelligence organisations in the world, was astounded by ‘how very little I knew about a man with whom I had worked so closely for four years.’ Godfrey said, ‘he might have known my best friend but he would never have told me.’

His favourite position was to stand at the edge, or to sit alone at a corner table watching others. Whatever he was thinking, he kept it to himself. ‘I’ve never known anyone who gave so little of himself away,’ wrote John Pearson.

The mask reveals more than the face. For Cuneo, this aphorism captured ‘in the truest and kindest sense, James Bond, Fleming himself, and the different postures he took with his widely varied friends. Ian’s masks were not those of deceit: they covered wounds, early wounds, of great depth and pain.’

On the other hand, Fleming’s schoolfriend Hilary Bray speculated that he might have solved the answer to life’s riddle: ‘I sometimes think it strange that ILF with his, at times, distant focus as upon some clue to life that lay beyond the horizon, had within himself and used only for others, the true philosopher’s stone. This was the imprisoned splendour.’

The Royal portable on which he started to type out his first Bond story in Jamaica had a meaningful association for Fleming that the typewriters of his fellow novelists Graham Greene and John le Carré did not. They, like Bond, had been minor players in British Intelligence. Fleming was in the inner sanctum of the ‘central inaccessible citadel’, as Admiral Godfrey called it – and a more significant figure in the history of covert operations than Bond, Greene or le Carré ever were. Ian and his brother Peter formed part of an unbelievably select group who were cleared to know the war’s top secrets, the decrypts from the code-cracking centre in Bletchley Park in Buckinghamshire: in April 1940, the list of those with access to this information, known as ULTRA, was restricted to less than thirty.

Ian Fleming’s portable Royal resembled nothing so much as the cipher-generating Geheimschreiber typewriter G–292 that Fleming’s commandos seized in Algiers in November 1942, assisting cryptanalysts at Bletchley to read Abwehr Enigma traffic passing between North Africa, France and Germany.

As he began typing on that February day in 1952, the words that had been accumulating for a decade clattered out in a rush – two thousand by the end of that morning – his old typewriter taking him back to the shadow world of the 1930s and 1940s in which Fleming had operated as a free agent; a world of secrets that he had helped to decipher but was forbidden to reveal.

In a Borges riddle to which the answer is ‘knife’, the only word that may not be used is ‘knife’. The most basic principle of Enigma – no letter could be encrypted as itself. If you press the letter ‘I’, it is the one letter that will not light up on the lamp board.

In a hut at Bletchley Park, I type the letters IAN FLEMING on a three-rotor Enigma machine. It scrambles the name into what reads like a shorthand for titles of further novels he might have written had he lived longer. This biography’s mission is to unscramble him back, decode him, and maybe solve the enigma of NVP TGLPYUM.




Part One




 FLEMING FAMILY TREE
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Prologue

‘Will you be staying long, Mr Bomb?’

GOLDFINGER

Organised in haste, the service is about to begin.

It is a cool and cloudy Saturday afternoon in August 1964 in the Wiltshire village of Sevenhampton. Inside the dimly lit church of St James’, the congregation of less than twenty suggests the funeral of an unremarkable local everyman and not a figure whose name is known worldwide. Most of the pews are empty.

Ann Fleming ought to be seated by now. But she is still escorting her late husband’s coffin across the lawn to the lake and up through the chestnut avenue to the church.

News of Ian’s death at fifty-six reached his younger brother Richard at the family estate in west Scotland three days earlier. Richard was in the dining room at Glen Etive in his kilt, eating his salted porridge standing up, and preparing to set out with his shotgun on Rannoch Moor in a vast line of dogs and cousins, when the lodge’s single telephone rang in the gun room. The black Bakelite phone sat on a worktop in a cold, narrow space smelling of gun oil. After putting down the receiver, Richard announced that he had to return to England and catch the sleeper. ‘He didn’t say anything about Ian dying,’ remembers his daughter Mary. ‘He didn’t say anything at all.’

It was a Fleming trait to give away little of yourself. Peter was staying for the start of the grouse season 150 miles away in Dumfriesshire with the Keswicks. The call came after breakfast. Without a word, Peter stepped out of the house. He returned minutes later and, not wishing to spoil the shooting, said nothing until evening, then set off south.

Hilary Bray made both calls from his home in Kent. Ian’s old schoolfriend lived not far from the golf course in Sandwich where Ian collapsed following a weekend at his cherished Royal St George’s club. His famous last words to the ambulance attendants taking him to Canterbury Hospital: ‘I’m sorry to trouble you chaps.’ He was pronounced dead at 1.20 a.m. the next day. As well as the start of the grouse-shooting season, it was his only child Caspar’s twelfth birthday.

After telephoning Richard and Peter in Scotland, Bray assumed responsibility for ‘the many details arising on Ian’s death’. He gathered up Ian’s personal effects – ‘none of which comprise anything of exceptional value’ – and paid for six copies of his death certificate and the funeral arrangements.

The funeral takes place at Ian’s parish church on the boundary of his country home near Swindon; following extensive renovations, he and Ann had moved in the previous summer.

In the chill interior, the gas lights flicker over the sombre faces. Among those seated in the front pew are Ian’s twenty-nine-year-old nephew Valentine Fleming, son of Ian’s youngest brother Michael who died of his wounds after Dunkirk. Next to him sit Valentine’s wife Elizabeth; his sister Gilly and their mother Tish. ‘A terribly nice wee church,’ Valentine wrote afterwards in his diary, ‘with ancient stove in one corner, crumbling roof, and individual gas lights for each pew.’

Where is Ann?

It would hurt her that ‘not one of my family offered to come’.

Among other glaring absences are Ian’s ostracised last love, Blanche Blackwell; his stepdaughter Fionn, pregnant in Brazil; his son Caspar and Ann’s thirteen-year-old nephew, Francis Grey, who have been kept in London.

No photographer captured Ian’s marriage to Ann at his Jamaican home twelve years previously. Nor is there anyone to take pictures on this occasion. This is owing to the far-reaching Fleet Street connections of Ian’s widow, whose previous husband owned the Daily Mail, and of the deceased, who had served fourteen years as Foreign Manager of the Sunday Times.

The only press to disregard the family’s request for privacy are two local journalists from Swindon, who lurk about the grave ‘looking rather like detectives’, in Elizabeth’s recollection, as they wait outside for the coffin to materialise. The scoop hinted at by one of the reporters is preserved in a single line of the Wiltshire Gazette and Herald: ‘Mrs Fleming with others walked to St James Church, arriving three minutes late after the service had begun.’

‘A sad Service.’ Valentine’s spare diary entry is typical of the family’s restraint about all things personal, but it fails to register the drama that was unfolding right in front of him and has never been recounted.

Even though six decades have passed, Valentine’s wife and sister have a searing recollection of the incident that took place moments before Ann Fleming, distraught and on medication, walked in behind the coffin to find the service already under way.

At the appointed time, the local vicar, the Revd Edward Burnley, had raised his eyes to the front pew, and mistaking Valentine’s mother Tish for Ann, stood up to perform the ceremony.

‘He’d never read a James Bond book’ is how Gilly makes sense of it. ‘He knew so little about Ian that he couldn’t even recognise the widow. He didn’t know she wasn’t there.’

‘I was looking to see where Ann was,’ remembers Elizabeth. ‘One was so gripped that the service started without her, it was surreal. “We are all gathered together,” and we weren’t gathered together at all – and then she appeared and came up the aisle, and everyone slightly gasped.

‘The vicar then stopped everything, and we regrouped, as one might say, and the service had to start again.’

As in life, so in death, a strong woman had played a defining role.

Susan Woolliams once lived in the stables at Sevenhampton Place, where Ann employed Susan’s father as a driver. Susan’s grandson Corey today works as a groundsman on the estate. ‘I saw an otter the other day, only the one,’ says Corey. ‘I spotted him on a bank and I was walking the dogs and he swam with us and came on down so far and then he swam off.’

After visiting the family plot where Ian, Ann and Caspar are buried, next to the house cleaner Joan Prew, we head back to the house. This is the path that Fleming’s mourners would have taken, following the ceremony, for a very English ‘cup of tea’. As we walk towards the lake, Susan says: ‘You read a lot of things about Ian Fleming, and you don’t know what’s true and what isn’t.’

Nearly sixty years after Fleming’s private burial in the aptly named churchyard of St James’, there are ample and legitimate reasons to go right back to the beginning; to turn the soil of his personal history and revisit his legacy from a contemporary perspective.




I

‘Lairn to say No, laddie’

‘Very strange people the Flemings.’

NOËL COWARD

On a journey through China, Peter discovered that ‘Fleming’ could be transliterated into Chinese as Fu Lei Ming, meaning ‘Learned Engraver on Stone’.

In State of Excitement, a short book about Kuwait that the Kuwait Oil Company commissioned Ian to write in 1960 but never published, Ian poked fun at an imaginary British nouveau riche family who, having won the pools, are desperate to etch a name for themselves. ‘They become foolishly rather ashamed of their lowly origins and decide that, for social reasons, they would like to invest their name and their family firm with some of the trammels of high birth . . . Becoming enthusiastic they visit the College of Arms and pay for further researches into their past, at the same time acquiring a modest coat of Arms.’

This described Ian’s great-uncle John Fleming, Lord Provost of Aberdeen, who, in 1900, gazed up at the ceiling of his council chamber ‘upon which were emblazoned the arms of many town and county families’ and thought he should like his arms among them.

Not to be outshone, in 1921, Ian’s grandfather Robert Fleming was pressured by his wife Kate for a coat of arms with the head of a goat and the clan motto, Let the Deed Shaw. The legend refers to the fourteenth-century Robert Fleming who held up the dripping head of John ‘Red’ Comyn, whom he had slain in a church. Ian chose the motto for his bookplate.

Ian was more loyal to his Scottish background than snobbish about it. ‘Alas, I am very unfilial and lacking in ancestor worship,’ he wrote to a woman in Cyprus who claimed kinship. To another enquirer, ‘I am no relation of any medical Fleming – not even of Sir Alexander.’ He joked to the book collector, Percy Muir: ‘We’re not Scots. We’re Flemings. A lot of nasty old Dutch merchants.’

By Ian’s time, the Flemings were understood as posh and rich. Alaric Jacob joined Reuters at the same moment as Ian and recalled visiting Eve Fleming’s home in Cheyne Walk, where she lived with her four sons in some opulence. ‘To see them all together in their magnificent house in Chelsea was to see a microcosm of what the English ruling class ought to look like but rarely does – epicene yet forceful, well exercised in body and in mind . . . Yet the wonder was – they were all of very humble origin indeed.’

Ian’s mother was an exceedingly snobbish woman, who, while claiming Highland ancestry, used to tell her daughter Amaryllis that ‘the Flemings were a dreadful lot of lowland Scots’. Mary Pakenham was shocked when a friend ticked her off ‘for consorting with someone as common as Peter Fleming’. Peter would not have disagreed. ‘My grandfather’s upbringing was humble in the extreme.’

On one of their railway trips across America, Ian mused to Ernie Cuneo: ‘Men are like elephants. They go home to die. Someday,’ waving a hand, ‘I guess I’ll just go back to Scotland.’

Ian was about to set out on his return journey when he suffered his final heart attack in August 1964. He had told the American ambassador, David Bruce, one of the last people he spoke to, that he planned ‘to revisit the scenes of his youth’.

‘You can’t go back to anything,’ Ian said to Cuneo. ‘But something calls you to the neighbourhood of your people’s place. It’s a mystique.’

Dundee was his people’s place. He was interested at once in anyone who knew the city – like the CIA’s head of Counterintelligence, James Angleton. ‘Talking about Dundee was one of the easiest ways of communicating with Fleming.’ In New York, Ian would stay with the Bryces, whose head housemaid, an elderly, eccentric Dundonian, May Maxwell, ‘coddled him with adulation for his Scottishness – a sentiment that he fully returned.’

‘I am Presbyterian and Scotch,’ he insisted to Maud Russell. He put ‘Scottish’ as his nationality when he briefly worked for the League of Nations in Geneva, and later, on his CV: ‘Born May 28th 1908 of Scottish parents.’

That northern blood was on his mother’s side too: her Rose grandfather had married into a family originally from Bothkennar in Stirlingshire that traced itself back to 1543. When not furiously claiming descent from John of Gaunt, she told her sons, ‘Remember you’re Scots.’ Ian never forgot. Their son Caspar was two when Ann wrote, ‘Ian is determined that he should wear some curious tartan that belongs to his mother’s clan!’

Scotland was stitched into Ian Fleming’s fabric as it was into James Bond’s. ‘That’s where I come from,’ says Bond, explaining his reason for turning down an honour in a telegram to ‘M’: ‘EYE AM A SCOTTISH PEASANT AND WILL ALWAYS FEEL AT HOME BEING A SCOTTISH PEASANT OHOHSEVEN.’

Ian Fleming was the son of wealth, but the grandson of poverty. He is proof of how mobile society was then. Robert Fleming’s father John never earned more than £1 a week. Still, Robert managed in one generation to be, from nothing, one of the wealthiest men in Europe, with a grand house in Grosvenor Square that was later knocked down to be replaced by the American embassy, a 2,000-acre country estate at Nettlebed near Henley employing twenty-seven gardeners, a huge Scottish shooting and fishing estate in Argyllshire, and a merchant bank named after him. ‘By 1928, he was controlling in today’s money maybe a trillion pounds,’ calculates one of his several descendants to work for Robert Fleming & Company. ‘He had a colossal influence.’ The great difference between Robert’s wealth and that of the landed aristocracy, who were much wealthier on paper, was that his was ‘ready’ money.

In his drawing room in Oxfordshire, beneath a small oil painting of Loch Dochart on Black Mount, his Scottish estate (‘my favourite place’), I ask the former chairman, Robert’s last surviving grandchild Robin Fleming, and the head of the family, to what extent he and his first cousin Ian had absorbed the founder’s ethos and character. He answers with tremendous care: ‘One probably did think he left a culture, a way of doing things, that one subconsciously inherited.’

An earlier chairman had been Ian’s younger brother, Richard. Sir Claude Hankes was at a meeting where two Americans tried to offer ‘some incredible opportunity’ to the bank. ‘When they finished, he said, “I’m afraid I’m not interested.” “But you were writing everything down.” “Yes,” and he turned the notepad for them to see “NO” twenty times.’

Richard’s daughter Mary says: ‘I come from rather a clannish Scottish family, from someone who made a lot of money, came south and crashed the class barrier, which is easier to do if you’re Scottish and talking in a very Scottish accent, and whose explanation for his success was “Lairn to say No, laddie.”’ This had been Robert’s response to a young thruster wanting to know the secret behind his achievement.

Robert Fleming is of central importance in his grandson’s story. Not only for the example he set and for those aspects of his character that Ian inherited, but crucially for what Ian did not inherit. Richard’s eldest son James says: ‘Ian was much influenced by the wealth that wasn’t his.’

The first Flemings came over in 1066 with William the Conqueror from Flanders and migrated north out of Devon. A Theobald the Fleming (Theobaldus Flamaticus) appears in Kelso in the twelfth century. Further Flemings emigrated from the Low Countries in the fourteenth century to teach the English and Scots the art of weaving, bringing with them the epigram ‘Forgetful of feeling as a Fleming’.

Robert’s family emerges from the mists of east Perthshire in the early nineteenth century, as crofters, poachers and whisky smugglers in the village of Glen Shee near Kirkmichael, to which the young Robert would return at weekends. Before Robert’s crofter grandfather, who spoke Gaelic when he did not want his children to understand, everything is supposition.

In 1928, Robert Fleming donated a sizeable endowment to Dundee, equivalent to £12 million today, to build accommodation for single women working in the mills. He did not want their children to grow up as he had.

Robert’s first home was a two-roomed rented cottage in Liff Road, Lochee, west of Dundee; the other room was rented out to workers from the flax mill below. He was born in 1845 in the wake of tragedy. In 1843, his three siblings, James, Betsy and Annie, died within a fortnight, all under the age of five. Ian’s niece Gilly says: ‘I saw the children’s grave in the churchyard at Kirkmichael. You will cry. Diphtheria.’ In 1847, Robert’s mother, Ann, had another son, John, and then two more children, James (named for his dead brother) and Jean, who lost their lives during a second epidemic in 1859. Deranged with grief, Ann died the following year. All Robert knew growing up were ghosts and death and heartbreak.

Widowed, John took consolation in God and temperance. In 1868, he published a book on what he had learned about the jute industry: The Warping Overseer’s Assistant, or a short and simple method of finding the length, breadth, weight and quantity of yarn in any chains with tables and practical remarks. If James Bond has a literary lineage, it can be traced in part to this pamphlet, which ran into five editions.

Of the two of his seven children to survive, John, his namesake, entered the wood trade, selling timber for boats in the herring boom, and then on to become a knight, Lord Provost of Aberdeen and MP for Aberdeen South; Robert, the eldest, left school at thirteen and followed his father into the jute business. Robert scarcely saw his brother John again after they set off on their separate paths. This was a Fleming characteristic: to be clannish but not intimate. Other characteristics include the inherited tone of voice (Peter’s wife Celia wrote to him in India after meeting Ian in London, ‘The back of his neck is like yours and the way he speaks’). The solitariness.

Robert’s next years are hazy. For a man whose motto was Let the Deed Shaw, he was reticent to an extraordinary degree. ‘If there is one thing I hate above everything, it is to hear that I have been quoted.’ His life has to be woven together from glimpses and eavesdroppings.

He could not hide his physical toughness and stamina, also Fleming characteristics. Ian’s athletic genes come from him. Robert walked eleven miles on a Monday morning from the family farm at Glen Shee to Blairgowrie to catch the 9 a.m. train to Dundee, on one occasion ‘at an average of 11 and half minutes to the mile’. He excelled at rowing, winning the double skulls at the Newport Regatta three years in a row. Inheriting his skill, his two sons Valentine and Philip went on to row in the Eton VIII and for their Oxford colleges, racing at Henley, an achievement crowned by Philip winning a gold medal in the 1912 Stockholm Olympics. ‘The emphasis on physical exercise has persisted into my generation,’ says James Fleming. ‘Keep going till it’s done, don’t give in. Guests at Glen Etive, where the hills are sheer, were 100 per cent expected to follow suit. It was always said that “the hills were white with the bones of the Flemings’ guests.”’

Robert was bright. At Brown Street Elementary School, he discovered a talent for arithmetic. James says, ‘The real secret to his success is that he had one of those brains that can make instant calculations in the days when there were no machines to do the adding for you.’

Owing to its jute and flax industries, Dundee was thriving. The fabrics came from Scottish-managed plantations near Calcutta. Shipped back to spinning mills and flax factories in and around Dundee, they were turned into sails for ships like HMS Victory, and sandbags for the American Civil War. By 1862, 700 tons of jute bagging and linens were leaving Dundee each week for the United States. Dundee merchants such as Cox Brothers and Edward Baxter & Son made enormous profits. But where to invest them?

Robert Fleming found the solution.

By the time he was thirty, Robert was the leading British financier in his field: a tall, lean, upright figure, with a large moustache and an ‘oary’ Dundee accent that he never shed. ‘It was a wonder people could understand him,’ says James. Just how he ascended the rungs from Dundee office boy to everyone’s favourite investor on both sides of the Atlantic, consorting with the most famous bankers in the world, eluded his biographer Bill Smith; ‘throughout his life, he was very sparing with details of his career. In his business affairs he laid great stress on utmost confidentiality.’

In the Netflix drama Succession, Logan Roy is a Scottish-American media patriarch who, on a rare pilgrimage back to Dundee, is chauffeured to the modest street where he was born and cannot face climbing out of his limo. There is a little of the dour, closed Logan in Robert.

I travel to Dundee with Robert’s great-grandson James to see where the Flemings came from through Fleming eyes. A novelist like his uncle, James owns and edits Ian’s antiquarian journal the Book Collector. He has never before visited the city of Ian’s origins.

But Robert’s early traces prove elusive. The gravestone to his mother and two youngest siblings lies on its back in the Western Cemetery, the names not visible. The cottage where he was born in Liff Road no longer exists, nor his home in Ramsay Street, where Robert’s mother ran a grocery. The family’s next lodging, 3 Lansdowne Place, although renamed and part of an office block, is there still; as is Tighnavon, the large house perched on a slope directly across the Tay, where Robert the young millionaire built a tennis court and Ian’s father Valentine was born in 1882. But a moment arrived when Robert wished to get out of Dundee. A similar exodus is still felt today. In the Brown Street school where Robert learned his maths, now a pub called Duke’s Corner, James Fleming and I are the sole people having lunch. The barman says, ‘Once you’ve been here quite a while, there’s not a lot left.’ Aside from Fleming Gardens East, West, North and South on the housing estate that he paid for, there is the Fleming Gym, also funded by Robert, where they now perform autopsies, much called for in Dundee, which has the lowest life expectancy in Western Europe, plus the highest rate of drug deaths. This is the extent of Robert’s imprint.

A vestige of the golden age when Dundee was famous for ‘journalism, jute and jam’ is the head office of D. C. Thomson, publishers of The Dandy and The Beano. If Dundee admits to a favourite son, it is the comic magazine strongman, Desperate Dan, commemorated by his black statue in the city centre.

Dundee’s most ignored prodigy is Winston Churchill, for fourteen years the city’s Liberal MP, from 1908 to 1922, who left Dundee in humiliation after polling fourth in the 1922 election. Churchill never forgave the city for its rejection of him. He swore the grass would grow over him before he set foot there again (he never did), recalling how ‘the bestial drunkenness of Dundee’ was unmatched in Great Britain and how at one of his first breakfasts in the Queen’s Hotel, ‘I had half eaten a kipper when a huge maggot crept out and flashed his teeth at me!’ Yet he also insisted: ‘I always retain the strongest regard and respect for the citizens of Dundee.’ Few Dundonians were more prominent than Robert Fleming. Dundee was their uncommon denominator.

Churchill was Dundee’s MP at the precise moment when Robert was establishing his bank in London and on his way to becoming one of the richest Dundonians in history. It explains Churchill’s bond with the Fleming family, consolidated by Robert’s sons Valentine and Philip joining Churchill’s regiment and training at Blenheim summer camps with Churchill and his brother Jack. Churchill’s self-interest in keeping in with a leading and wealthy constituent caused him to beat a regular path to Robert’s doors in Grosvenor Square and Nettlebed and to look upon his host’s uncouth Lochee accent as if it represented the voice of his majority.

Our taxi driver is from Lochee too. ‘Dundee doesn’t acknowledge its history. It’s like it’s ashamed of it. Go to Council and ask about James Bond, the most famous character going, and they wouldn’t have a clue he started in Dundee.’

So how did Robert climb to the position which allowed him to leave?

Robert ‘got his chance’ when he was taken up as a clerk by the Cox family, owners of the Camperdown works, the largest jute factory in Europe, and became interested in the stock market. A catastrophic loss taught Robert his lifetime lesson. In 1865, ‘seeing before me illimitable wealth’, he invested in the Oriental Commercial Bank, which then collapsed, leaving him owing eighteen months’ salary. In the same year, 1866, he left Cox Brothers and joined Edward Baxter & Son, and there discovered how to be an indispensable factotum to an older man. Robert passed on to Ian his ability to charm, convince and stand up to the wealthy.

Still in his early twenties, Robert became confidential ‘clerk and book-keeper’ to the seventy-five-year-old Edward Baxter, head of the family and an expert in American securities. The Civil War now over, Baxter alerted his canny assistant to the opportunities springing up in the nineteenth-century equivalent of the Silicon Valley boom: the railways already under construction across the Americas. By Baxter’s death in 1871, Robert was dealing in railway stocks from Potomac to Peru on behalf of Baxter and twenty-five other clients. It speaks for Robert’s hard work, tenacity and clear-sighted analytical skills that someone from his background was listened to. Two years later, he established himself as a principal underwriter of this New World explosion.

A simple calculation launched Robert Fleming on the path to his wealth. He saw a fortune to be made by borrowing cash in England at three per cent and investing it in the US at seven per cent. In 1873, aged twenty-seven, he set up the Scottish American Trust to collect and invest his clients’ capital in the US. By a supreme quirk of history, he took the Foreign and Colonial Government Trust as his model, the first collective trust of its kind. This had been created five years earlier by Sir Philip Rose, an energetic City of London lawyer. Rose was the grandfather of Ian’s mother Eve. What Ian’s maternal great-grandfather had initiated, his paternal grandfather developed over the next fifty years to a scale beyond recognition.

Robert could see through a company’s accounts and at once grasp the true position. He invested not merely in railways but in cattle ranches, electricity, sugar and oil, and not just in North and South America and Cuba: Anglo-Persian Oil, later BP, would be one of these companies.

Sporty, clever, solitary, canny – also lucky. In March 1873, Robert made his first trip to America. He planned to sail on the Atlantic, but at the
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