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Introduction

‘People who have had very unhappy childhoods’, John le Carré once wrote, ‘are pretty good at inventing themselves.’ He is exceptionally good at this himself. As a boy he learned to invent, making up stories to entertain, to fantasise, escaping from reality, and to dissemble, adopting one persona to conceal another. As a man he put these skills to professional use, first as a spy, and then as a writer. ‘I’m a liar,’ he explains. ‘Born to lying, bred to it, trained to it by an industry that lies for a living, practised in it as a novelist.’

Who is John le Carré? Readers are always curious about the lives of writers whom they admire, but this is particularly so of le Carré’s readers. For more than half a century he has been a bestselling novelist. From the start of his success, there has been speculation about the extent to which he has drawn on his own experiences in his books. And le Carré has encouraged this speculation, by drip-feeding stories about his past over the years.

Of course, ‘John le Carré’ does not exist. The name is a mask, for somebody called David Cornwell. To use an espionage expression, it is a cover name. And even though his cover was blown long ago, it has helped him to keep the public at a distance. It is one of several means he has used to conceal his tracks and confuse those on his trail. His decision to adopt a pseudonym, given that he was doing secret work when he began writing, was understandable; but his choice of the name John le Carré remains mysterious. Over the years he has provided several explanations for it, but has subsequently admitted that none of them is true.

So what sort of person is David Cornwell? It is clear that he is a man of manifold talents, who could have made a good career as an artist or an actor had he not become one of the world’s most successful authors. His editor at Knopf, Bob Gottlieb (who in a long and distinguished career in book and magazine publishing has known a few clever people), describes him as the cleverest person he has ever met. In private Cornwell is courteous, sophisticated and amusing. It can be surmised that beneath the surface lie strong and perhaps passionate feelings. But the real man has yet to be investigated. While his books may appear revealing, they are fiction.

Though famous, le Carré remains unknown. He has perfected the art of hiding in full view – or, as Americans say, in plain sight. As his career has progressed, details of his history have accumulated, though these are not always consistent. For years he denied to interviewers that he had ever been a spy, albeit for understandable reasons. In the narrative of his life fact and fiction have become intertwined. One suspects that le Carré enjoys teasing his readers, like a fan dancer, offering tantalising glimpses, but never a clear view of the figure beneath.

To write the life of a writer who is still alive and writing is a sensitive task. Readers have a right to know what they are reading, and readers of a biography of a living person are bound to be curious about the conditions under which it has been written. It seems appropriate therefore to provide a brief history of this book. After finishing my biography of Hugh Trevor-Roper in 2010, I had lunch with Robert Harris, who had been commissioned almost twenty years before to write le Carré’s life. He told me that he no longer intended to write a full biography, and encouraged me to undertake the book myself. I wrote to David Cornwell with this suggestion. ‘There are huge hindrances,’ he replied: ‘my own messy private life, the demise of so many people I worked with or otherwise knew, and my habitual reluctance to discuss my very limited & unspectacular career in intelligence.’ We subsequently met at his house in Hampstead. By this time he had read my Trevor-Roper and had decided that I was an appropriate person to write his biography. He made it clear that he wished me to write ‘without restraints’, which indeed was the only basis on which I was willing to proceed. This seemed to me a wise decision, though of course this was easier for me to abide by than it was for him. I estimated that it would take me four years to write, as has proved to be the case. We came to an agreement, by which David (as he quickly became to me) granted me access to his archives, a list of introductions to people he has known (friends and enemies) and long interviews. I was to have a free hand to write what I wanted, provided that I showed ‘due respect to the sensitivities of living third parties’. I also agreed that he should have the opportunity to read the typescript before anyone else saw it. This seemed to me the best possible arrangement to produce a biography in the lifetime of the subject.

In the intervening years I have conducted several long interviews with David, amounting to perhaps fifty hours in total – far more time, so he tells me, than he has given to anyone previously. Most of these sessions have lasted all day. The usual pattern has been for me to arrive at his house in Hampstead around 11.00 in the morning, to talk for a couple of hours, and then head off for lunch, usually in his local pub. Afterwards we have gone back to his house, and continued into the early evening, with a fortifying drink in the late afternoon. I have enjoyed his company, and it may be that my account of his life has been influenced by feelings of liking, gratitude and respect – for his wife Jane and other members of his family, as well as for David. Though I acknowledge these warm feelings, I have endeavoured to preserve the splinter of ice in my heart that every writer needs, according to Graham Greene. Readers will have to judge whether the splinter has remained frozen.

While I am aware that it has been a privilege to interview my subject in such depth, I am conscious too of the need to be wary of relying on his testimony. I remember in particular a conversation over lunch, in which David described to me how he came to teach at Eton; I rather baldly informed him that his account did not correspond with the documents I had seen in the archives. I am quite sure that David had not told me this knowing it to be untrue; he was obviously disconcerted that his recall had played him false. All memory is fallible, and should be treated with caution by the biographer.

In the spring of 2011 I made my first visit to Tregiffian, David’s house in Cornwall. Jane showed me where David’s papers were kept, in a converted garage at right angles to the main house. The weather was gloriously mild, and I kept the door open to enjoy the warm sunshine. At one point a shadow over my shoulder caused me to look up, and there was David in the doorway. ‘It’s very strange to have you here, poking about in my mind,’ he said with a grin.

It would be disingenuous to suggest that there have not been difficulties between us while I have been writing the book over the past four years. ‘I think our continuing relationship is an achievement in itself,’ David wrote to me in 2014. I can only imagine how hard it has been for him to have a comparative stranger explore every room of his life, from attic to basement, to expose his mistakes and quarrels, and to probe his sore spots. I wish to pay tribute to him for his generosity, his tolerance and his continuing sense of humour. There have been some tense moments during the last four years, but there have also been a lot of laughs. ‘I know it’s supposed to be warts and all,’ he said to me at one point; ‘but so far as I can gather it’s going to be all warts and no all.’

It was obvious to me from the outset that David has thought deeply about biography. One of my difficulties has been to keep up with him; all too often he has anticipated my question and formulated his reply before it has even occurred to me. I have sometimes felt like a whaler in my skiff, being towed by a leviathan.

On the other hand, David has been reluctant to talk to me in detail about his time serving in the intelligence services. On this subject he has largely maintained the silence which he adopted when it was first revealed that he had done secret work. David refers to the promises he made to his old German contacts, as well as to the Official Secrets Act. ‘I am bound, legally and morally, not to reveal the nature of my work in SIS,’ he wrote to me recently. My account of this period of his life is therefore derived principally from other sources. Readers may share my frustration that he has not been more open in this regard, when the enemy against which the Cold War was fought has ceased to exist. Even if one respects his loyalty to his former services, one does not have to be excessively cynical to see that it has served his purpose to keep this aspect of his life hidden.

David is known to be an excellent raconteur, and, as is normal, his anecdotes have improved as they have been retold over the years. I have sometimes reflected that my unintended role has been to spoil a fund of good stories. He has of course explored his past in the innumerable interviews he has given since his first success. Reading these, one cannot help noticing how often the answers he gives do not tally. One can see why it has sometimes been necessary for him to obfuscate, but at other times this seems to arise from no more than a cultivated air of mystery. Everything he says, therefore, needs to be examined sceptically. For example, he has talked repeatedly about his refusal to meet ‘Kim’ Philby when the opportunity arose on a visit to Moscow in 1987. By 2010, when he gave an interview to Olga Craig of the Telegraph, this decision had become elevated to one of the highest principle. ‘I couldn’t possibly have shook his hand,’ he told Ms Craig. ‘It was drenched in blood. It would have been repulsive.’ But the diary of his travelling companion records David as saying at the time that one day he would ‘dearly love’ to meet Philby – ‘purely for zoological purposes, of course!’1

This is not necessarily a paradox. Confronted with the opportunity to meet Philby, David recoiled from an encounter that he had been willing to contemplate in principle. Such discrepancies, if they are discrepancies, are not, in my opinion, examples of bad faith, but merely evidence that David, like all of us, edits his past as he revisits it, which he does more than most people. He has reimagined incidents in his past for his fiction, and what he remembers afterwards tends to be the fictional reimagining rather than what actually occurred. In my narrative I have occasionally drawn attention to what seem to me examples of false memory on David’s part, and I hope that readers will find these interesting rather than a distraction.

In case there should be any doubt on the matter, I wish to state unequivocally that this book is my responsibility, and mine alone. David has helped me by drawing my attention to inaccuracies or distortions, but I know that there remain passages in it which he dislikes, or even disputes, while recognising the fallibility of human memory, and his own in particular. I can only say that I have tried to tell the truth as it appears to me.

As this book shows, David is still active in his eighty-fourth year – perhaps as active as he has ever been. This book is therefore a work-in-progress. I hope to publish a revised and updated version of this biography in the fullness of time, and I should like to take this opportunity to encourage anybody who feels that he or she may have something to contribute to David’s story, especially letters from him, to write to me, care of my publishers.

Even now, after twenty-three novels over a period of more than fifty years, John le Carré’s reputation remains curiously ambiguous. He has received very high praise from some: being compared to Graham Greene and Joseph Conrad, and having been described by Blake Morrison as ‘the laureate of Britain’s post-imperial sleepwalk’, and as a keeper of the country’s conscience, analysing the national psyche. Writers ranging from William Boyd to Carlos Ruiz Zafón have written admiringly about his work.2 However, there has always been, in some quarters, a prejudice against him, as a writer of ‘mere’ spy stories. ‘Mr le Carré’s talents cry out to be employed in the creation of a real novel,’ wrote Anthony Burgess in 1986, reviewing A Perfect Spy – the book described by Philip Roth as ‘the best English novel since the war’.

The condescending attitude taken by some towards le Carré is explained in part by the idea that ‘genre’ novels are innately inferior. But that raises the question of whether, as is sometimes said, his writing transcends the genre. ‘I think he has easily burst out of being a genre writer and will be remembered as perhaps the most significant novelist of the second half of the 20th century in Britain,’ Ian McEwan wrote in 2013. ‘Most writers I know think le Carré is no longer a spy writer. He should have won the Booker Prize a long time ago. It’s time he won it and it’s time he accepted it. He’s in the first rank.’3

In a New York Times series entitled ‘Writers on Writing’, David Mamet stood this argument on its head, arguing that ‘for the past 30 years the greatest novelists writing in English have been genre writers: John le Carré, George Higgins and Patrick O’Brian’.4

To me, the argument about whether a genre novelist can ever be ‘literary’ is a circular one. The very distinction is meaningless. Is Jane Austen a genre novelist? Is Nineteen Eighty-Four a genre novel? or A Tale of Two Cities? or Wolf Hall? or The Quiet American? All that one can usefully say is that there are good novelists and bad novelists.

I confess that I stand among le Carré’s admirers. I first encountered le Carré as a teenager, and have been reading him ever since. Like all readers of all writers, I like some of his books more than others; but then I have always subscribed to the view that one should judge a writer by his best books, and his best books have given me pleasure even on the fourth or fifth reading. I am among those who believe that he is one of the most important English writers of the post-war period; when future generations look back to the end of Empire, the Cold War and the collapse of Communism, they will turn to his books to understand how these momentous events appeared to the people living through them. But it is the writing itself which provides the most satisfaction: what William Boyd has described as ‘the sheer aesthetic pleasure’ of reading le Carré. He is a writer of silky skill, with a finely tuned ear for the nuances of speech, a craftsman capable of evoking a character in a snatch of dialogue.

I suspect that his enormous success has prejudiced some critics against le Carré. If a writer is so popular, he must have lowered himself to the level of the masses. Quite apart from being manifestly untrue, this is no more than snobbery. We should delight in the fact that such a sophisticated and subtle writer has so many readers. A further problem for le Carré is that his books are often tense, exciting and even thrilling – qualities not often present in literary fiction, and ones that perhaps disqualify him from entering the pantheon.

I see an analogy with Alfred Hitchcock, a filmmaker whose artistry was often overlooked in his lifetime because he made the mistake of being popular. The novels of le Carré blend art and entertainment, a mix to be relished by those who have the taste to enjoy it.

Adam Sisman

June 2015


1

Millionaire paupers

It is a Saturday afternoon in the late 1920s, in Parkstone, a suburb of Poole on the Dorset coast, a Free Church stronghold. A team representing the Parkstone Tabernacle has just won a football tournament; the successful players line up beside the pitch for the presentation ceremony. The cup is being presented by a local dignitary, the former chairman of Poole Football Club and Liberal candidate for East Dorset, Alec Ewart Glassey, whose middle name is taken from that of the Grand Old Man himself, Mr Gladstone of blessed memory – and why not, since he came into the world while the GOM was highest in the land? Now in early middle age, Alec Glassey is an imposing figure, six feet four inches tall, his head held upright by a stiff collar, his hair scraped back from his forehead, his massive lower jaw suggesting firmness. Glassey is a prominent person in the Congregational Church, who in time will become chairman of the Congregational Union of England and Wales. As a lay preacher, he is renowned locally for his oratorical skill and his beautiful diction; as a politician, he is known for passionate sincerity.

The Glasseys have been ‘chapel’ for generations: narrow in their beliefs, strict in their observance, and of course teetotal. Alec Glassey’s late father was a respected Congregational minister, who died of pneumonia in his forties after conducting a funeral on a cold night, leaving his widow penniless – but providentially Alec married the daughter of a rich Barnsley coal merchant, so that he no longer needs to earn his living by giving lessons in elocution, as he did in the bad old days after the Reverend Mr Glassey’s death. (For her part, the coal merchant’s daughter has gained a presentable husband, three years her junior, in the process shedding her maiden name of Longbottom, which has always been a torment to her.) In 1929, Alec Glassey will be elected to parliament, one of fifty-nine Liberal MPs, no fewer than thirty-two of them nonconformists. There he will win admiration for his deep, strong, melodious voice, free of any taint of accent, though his pulpiteering manner and sermonising style will be less welcome.1

For all their advantages, the Glasseys are a miserable pair. They live at The Homestead, a substantial half-timbered house in Lower Parkstone, more sought after than Upper Parkstone because it is nearer the shoreline. Accordingly it is in Lower Parkstone that one finds most of the larger residences, while Upper Parkstone has more modest artisan dwellings, and even a gypsy settlement. The Homestead is a large, sprawling property in the Arts and Crafts style, with many gloomy rooms, surrounded by grounds extensive enough to host church parties, with a monkey-puzzle tree, an old orchard and several grass tennis courts.

As Mr Glassey moves along the line of players shaking hands, his sister Olive trails after him, pinning a rosette on the chest of each member of the victorious football team. Thin and bony like her brother, she is a shy young woman eighteen years his junior, effectively an orphan from childhood, as her mother, the Reverend Mr Glassey’s widow, a resident in a nursing home since she was a little girl, is now no more. Olive was despatched to a boarding school for the children of dissenting ministers, and parcelled out from place to place in the holidays; and since leaving school has lived at The Homestead, where she is treated as if she were still a child, though she is in her early twenties, with a modest inheritance. Her sister-in-law, a small, managing woman, never tires of scolding her, unless she is telling her how lucky she is. Olive is kept away from visitors to the house, especially the former leader of the Party, that old goat David Lloyd George, with whom the Glasseys are on surprisingly good terms. She is rarely allowed out, except under escort. But she will not be a dependant much longer, because they have found her a suitable partner in life, a Bournemouth solicitor, to whom she is engaged to be married.

First in line is the captain Ronald Cornwell, who plays centre forward, a young man of Olive’s age. Though shorter than average – he is only five foot seven – Ronnie has a presence which demands attention. Olive has met him before, at a meeting of the Young Liberals, for whom he acts as treasurer. He is too cheeky for Glassey, who gazes down on him unsmiling. Though young Cornwell’s father is a town councillor and managing director of a local firm of motor engineers, he began his rise as a tiler and bricklayer; he still wears the lace-up boots of a manual labourer, and speaks in a West Country accent which betrays his humble origins. Nor is his wife any better, being Irish; it is believed that she came to England in service. Moreover the Cornwells are Baptists, which in the narrow world of Dorset dissent is a step down. Doctrinally Parkstone Congregationalists and Baptists are similar, but socially they are distinct. The Baptists are concentrated on the wrong side of the Ashley Road, in Upper Parkstone. (The Cornwells’ house is on the correct side, but only just.)

As Olive fixes the clasp of the rosette, Ronnie emits a playful cry of pain and sinks to one knee. He clutches his breast, declaring that she has pierced him to the heart. Her brother frowns his disapproval, but Olive laughs aloud, a gesture of independence, almost of rebellion. Thawing a little, Glassey accedes to Ronnie’s request to be allowed to visit The Homestead on Sunday afternoons, ostensibly to pay his respects to a housemaid with whom he has struck up an acquaintance. It will emerge later that this is no more than a blind for courting Olive. She breaks off her engagement to the solicitor, much to the annoyance of the Glasseys. Worse still, she becomes pregnant by the upstart Cornwell, and gives birth to a child out of wedlock, a boy named Anthony, only three months after her brother is elected to parliament.

Or so the story goes. But is it true? In fact the boy was born ten months after Ronnie and Olive married in October 1928, a discrepancy which casts doubt on the rest of the narrative. There may have been no football team, no line-up and no presentation. It is possible that they met at a cricket match, because Ronnie was joint honorary secretary of the Poole Park Cricket Club from the age of eighteen; or at one of the successful dances which he organised for the Club. More likely is that they met at a tennis tournament which he directed at The Homestead in the summer of 1924, as part of a social event for the East Dorset Liberals hosted by their newly chosen candidate; or perhaps a few months later, at a garden fête held in the grounds of The Homestead to raise funds for the Upper Parkstone Baptist Church, which had included a sale of work by the Sewing Guild, tennis and croquet tournaments, and a concert after tea. Though they had thrown open their grounds Mr and Mrs Glassey were unfortunately unable to be present for the occasion, and in their absence Olive had received their guests alone. But perhaps not, because Ronnie was recovering from an accident, after he had collided with a coach while riding his motorcycle towards Penn Hill Avenue, the road on which The Homestead stands.2

The story of the football match first appeared in print in 2002, more than seventy years later, in a piece published in the New Yorker, written by Ronnie and Olive’s younger son David: the events it tells of had taken place before he was born. He gave as a source a conversation with his mother in the early 1950s. Half a century later, she was long dead, and unable to confirm or deny the story. Perhaps she embellished it; perhaps he did; perhaps she never told it to him in the first place. He has a powerful imagination, capable of inventing such a story and realising it so fully that it becomes impossible to say whether it really happened, even for him.

To be fair to David, the story was family lore, not his own fabrication. He had already alluded to it in his autobiographical novel A Perfect Spy, published in 1985, some seventeen years before the New Yorker article. In the novel, the affronted MP pays a substantial sum to the seducer to leave the area, taking his fallen sister away, so that he should not be shamed by her continued presence.

In our family histories, the frontier between fact and fiction is vague, especially in the record of events that took place before we were born, or when we were too young to record them accurately; there are few maps to these remote regions, and only the occasional sign to guide the explorer. It is possible that Olive never pinned a rosette on Ronnie’s chest. But perhaps the anecdote is symbolically true, even if not literally so. Olive felt herself to be a prisoner in her brother’s house; she loathed what she later termed the ‘Bible-punching hypocrisy’ of her background; she longed to escape, and Ronnie came to her rescue, winning her affection with a characteristically flamboyant gesture, and carrying her off – though not out of the area, as he does in the novel. They were married locally, at the Richmond Hill Congregational Church in Bournemouth, and Olive’s brother gave her away, no doubt holding his nose as he did so. Far from taking flight to another part of the country, the newlyweds had a house built less than a mile from The Homestead, on a plot of land that Ronnie had purchased only a few months before they married, in an area of Parkstone then being developed, known as Lilliput. On an adjacent plot they erected a tennis court. This was an enviable home for a young couple in their early twenties. There was ‘help’, which was just as well, because Olive confessed to being clueless about the practical aspects of domesticity. She was naïve and gullible, ill equipped for adult life. Ronnie called his young bride ‘Wiggly’ and treated her like a princess, showering her with presents. For her, at first, ‘everything was marvellous’. Ronnie was the most exciting person she had ever met – ‘a ball of fire’, she said of him later. Only gradually did she come to perceive that he had been unfaithful to her from the beginning. In their new house, which they called Ambleside and which Ronnie promptly mortgaged, their second child was born, on 19 October 1931: a boy whom they named David John Moore (a family name), who in adulthood would become famous as the writer John le Carré.

In later life Ronnie would boast that he had never read a book. He had left school at the age of fifteen, and worked two years for an insurance broker in Bournemouth before entering into a partnership with his father as F. Cornwell & Son, Insurance Brokers and Claims Assessors. The management of the business was left almost entirely to Ronnie, and at first it was considered highly successful, generating profits of between £1,500 and £2,000 annually, of which each partner received a half share. For Ronnie’s father Frank, this was a logical development of his existing motor-engineering works. There was a synergy between the two concerns: one made and repaired coaches and charabancs, the other insured them. Frank Cornwell was a self-made man, who had built a thriving business, using the profits to buy cheap houses, which then provided rental income. Among David’s early memories was the weekly round of rent collecting in the Morris 8 with one or other of his aunts: ‘there was always a Mrs Somebody who pretended she wasn’t in’.

Much later, long after Frank Cornwell was dead, Olive would intimate to her sons that her father-in-law had been just as crooked as her husband.3 He had been a black-marketer during the First World War, she said. And there is a fragment of evidence to support Olive’s claim: at a dinner party, decades later, Ronnie’s daughter would be told by a fellow guest (on unknown authority) that her grandfather had been no better than her father.

If this was true – and after so much time has passed it is difficult to tell – it was not apparent to the citizens of Poole. Outwardly, Frank was a beacon of respectability: a pillar of the Baptist Church, a successful businessman, a founding member of the local Chamber of Commerce and a freemason, Master of two local lodges. In 1922 he had been elected to Poole town council, where he served successively as councillor, sheriff, mayor, deputy mayor and alderman.4 There may have been some connection between these affiliations, hinted at by a dissident speaker during the Council meeting at which Frank Cornwell was chosen mayor. The speaker ‘had referred to the borough maces as clubs’, and stated that ‘he also knew of another kind of club, a secret place where things were done that should be done in the Council Chamber’ – referring to meetings of the local masonic lodge. Several of those present expressed their vehement approval of the speaker’s interjection.

Frank Cornwell was a small man, with a drooping moustache that matched his heavy eyebrows. On Remembrance Day he would take part in the wreath-laying ceremony in Poole Park, looking very grand in his alderman’s robes. He was an active Baptist, superintendent of the York Road Mission and Sunday School (a small tin chapel) and an enthusiastic lay pastor at the Baptist church in nearby Swanage. The daughter of family friends remembered him driving them to Swanage, his arms outstretched to clutch the wheel; he would suddenly start singing a hymn, his favourites being ‘We’re Marching to Zion’ and ‘Standing on the Promises of God’. The car was always beautifully kept, Bible-black and shiny, swooping into the drive of the Cornwells’ house in Mount Road and scattering the gravel.5 Later Frank became secretary of the much more substantial Parkstone Tabernacle, where after his death his widow would pay for a handsome wooden screen to be erected in his memory, still there to be admired today. In 1936 he would be elected president of the Southern Baptists, an association which embraced around eighty churches across the south of England.

The Cornwells were strict nonconformists. Their religion preached steadfastness and self-denial in this world, in the comfort and consolation of eternal life in the hereafter. Every Sunday they sang hymns at home, as one of their three daughters thumped away at the harmonium. No newspapers were allowed in their house on the Sabbath. ‘God is watching you,’ the boys were warned. Frank’s wife Elizabeth, generally known as Bessie, was a kindly woman who still spoke with the Irish lilt of her girlhood. She presided at midweek mothers’ meetings of the York Road Mission. The congregation consisted mainly of very poor women, laden with shopping baskets, hoping for better things to come. After Sunday school there would be charabanc outings to the outlying villages of Lytchett Matravers or Corfe Mullen, or ‘magic lantern’ slide shows and tea parties if it rained. One of the children who attended regularly later recalled Mr Cornwell summoning them outside, carrying a big jar: he would scoop out a handful of boiled sweets and hurl them down the hill, where they would scramble to pick them up.6

In the narrow nonconformist community of the south coast, religion, commerce and local politics were intertwined. The highest standards were expected in each of these three branches of life. The slightest hint of impropriety in business was taken very seriously – much more seriously than any sexual transgression. Anyone guilty of improper commercial activity faced the threat of being ostracised. In his acceptance speech as mayor of Poole, Frank Cornwell declared his intent to rely on ‘the Supreme Ruler of all Councils’ for the necessary wisdom and strength to carry out his duties. ‘It has been said’, he added, ‘that when standing on a high position it is wise to look upward for safety.’ To general applause, Frank paid tribute to his wife, who was such a great help to him in his public, social and religious duties. He was proud to see her present that morning, and also his son. A week later Ronnie organised an event with a nautical theme, to celebrate his father’s role as mayor of a borough intimately connected with the sea. The speaker who proposed a vote of thanks afterwards expressed his hope that the mayor’s son might ‘follow in his father’s footsteps to the Mayoralty’.7

Later it would be said that Ronnie had been given too much too early. He was the only son of the family, and everybody’s favourite. His mother doted on him, as did his three sisters. They took a lenient attitude towards his scrapes. Ronnie learned early to expect women to love him and to give him whatever he wanted. His gingery hair was kept immaculately combed with sweet-smelling hair-oil. In later life women were always telling him what lovely hands he had; he was forever grooming them with nail-clippers, which he kept in his jacket pocket. He was equally proud of his large head, which he was said to have mortgaged for fifty pounds, cash in advance, the goods not to be delivered until his death. As a boy David fantasised about killing his father by chopping it off, and studied Ronnie’s broad neck, speculating about the best point to aim his axe.8 There was a story, perhaps apocryphal, that when Ronnie was born the doctor had commented on his remarkably large cranium. ‘This boy’, the doctor is supposed to have said, ‘will be either a master criminal or a very successful businessman’ – innocently assuming a distinction between the two. For Ronnie there was no such boundary; in fact there were no boundaries at all. By his own reckoning he was a moral man, yet his behaviour was unscrupulous. He would stop at nothing to satisfy his greedy appetites, even groping his own children. As well as taking advantage of institutions such as friendly societies and benevolent funds, he persuaded a succession of trusting widows, pensioners and other vulnerable people to invest their savings with him; few would ever see their money again. Ronnie’s apparent sincerity, indeed his air of injured sanctity, was one of his strengths.9 To deceive others he had first to deceive himself. Even as he swindled his friends and relations, he remained confident that he was doing them a favour. There was an element of theatre in all his performances. As his son Tony (who himself would become one of Ronnie’s victims) wrote many years later, ‘He could put a hand on your shoulder and the other in your pocket and both gestures would be equally sincere. He could rob you and love you at the same time.’10

If his shenanigans were exposed, Ronnie would show no shame. He would not dwell on his past misdeeds; on the contrary, he lived in a state of permanent amnesia about them.

In later life, at least in his kinder moods, David would come to think of his father as a version of P. G. Wodehouse’s Stanley Featherstonehaugh Ukridge, a man who will do anything for money – except work. A creative opportunist, Ukridge ensures that no kindness shown to him, however small, goes unexploited for financial gain. He always has a scheme to make his fortune, lacking only the capital to carry it out; in repeatedly sponging on his friends and family he exhorts them to have ‘vision’.

A man of extraordinary energy, warmth and vitality, Ronnie exuded optimism. From an early age he lived far beyond his means, confident that something would turn up to avert disaster. He smoked large cigars, drank brandy and whisky by the quart, ate at the best restaurants, stayed at the finest hotels, entertained generously and dispensed extravagant presents. He seldom settled an account unless pressed to do so, and often not even then. All debts, he considered, were negotiable. Towards women he radiated an unstinting and inexhaustible virility, with unfailing results.11 Yet menace lurked beneath the charm. There was a glint of violence in his eye. His hugs were a demonstration of ownership as much as of affection. When he came home sozzled Ronnie would sometimes climb on to David’s bed, pawing and fondling him, while David feigned sleep.a

He believed himself to be a good father. ‘Son,’ he would say, ‘there’s Somebody up there looking down on us, and when it comes to my turn to be judged – as judged we all must be – He’s going to judge me on how I treated you boys.’ Indeed he tended to suggest that his misdeeds had been committed for their sake. Like everybody else, David found Ronnie hard to resist. Again and again Ronnie would ask the question, ‘Love your old man?’ – and whatever he may have felt in his heart, David would never be strong enough to say no. Ronnie was histrionic, able to cry at will if it served his purposes. ‘He would weep until he got you weeping too,’ David would write later, ‘while you hugged him and forgot whatever it was you were trying to confront him with.’

He was immensely proud of his sons, though he dominated them as he did everyone else, to the extent that it would become necessary to escape. ‘How I got out from under Ronnie, if I ever did,’ David would write many years later, ‘is the story of my life.’12

Ronnie’s dynamism made him the centre of any gathering. He was a natural leader, who soon attracted a following: a former schoolmaster, a part-time chauffeur, a speculative builder, a crooked lawyer and a dodgy accountant. These were his loyal footsoldiers, ever ready to meet his summons, to support his schemes and to help implement them, to enjoy his hospitality, to laugh at his jokes and, if necessary, to take the rap for him. David’s private term for them was ‘the Court’. Ronnie demanded faith from his subjects, as he did from his creditors; doubters, if there were any, were forced to recant. To express doubt was to be a cynic, and cynics were among the worst creatures in Ronnie’s bestiary, alongside flunkies (civil servants), airy-fairies (intellectuals) and twerps (unbelievers).13

Ronnie inherited from his father an oratorical style and an evangelical vocabulary, both of which he adapted for commercial purposes. He was a fluent and entertaining speaker, able to make an audience laugh and to move them with his apparent conviction. As the years passed, he shed the West Country accent of his boyhood, becoming ‘well spoken’, though he would lapse into a Dorset burr when angered. Conscious that he lacked polish, he was receptive to guidance on etiquette from his young bride. She taught him the correct way to use a knife and fork, for example. He was always sensitive to a slight, Olive said, especially at times of stress. David came to believe that his mother dwelt on Ronnie’s social inferiority as a figleaf of dignity to cover her own helpless subservience to him. ‘Olive never forgave Ronnie for marrying above himself . . . By keeping open the wounds that Ronnie’s low breeding had inflicted on her, by deriding his vulgarities of speech and lapses of delicacy, she was able to blame him for everything and herself for nothing, except her stupid acquiescence.’14

Ronnie would strive to ensure that his boys were free of the social shortcomings which he believed had impeded his own progress, by sending them to expensive private schools. Each of them should become the gentleman that he never quite succeeded in becoming himself. This set up a social distance between father and sons; the nearer they approached the objective that he had set for them, the further they left him behind.

Outwardly Ronnie was a success. He always dressed smartly. ‘Son,’ he would tell David, ‘all you really need in life is a clean shirt and a good suit.’ Ronnie favoured double-breasted pinstripes, a neatly folded silk handkerchief projecting from his breast pocket. Looking the part was half the battle in getting people to do what he wanted. He was impatient with the pettifogging restrictions imposed by small-minded bureaucrats or bank managers. (‘Who says no? Who did you speak to? Get him on the blower. Let me speak to him.’)15

When he married Olive at the age of twenty-two Ronnie was already a member of the local Chamber of Commerce, and active in the Poole Rotary Club. A month after their wedding, he had organised the local Rotary Club’s annual ‘Ladies’ Evening’ in the splendid new ballroom of the Haven Hotel. As mayor of Poole, Frank Cornwell gave a short address, and the new ‘Mrs Ronald Cornwell’ responded to the toast to ‘The Ladies’ in a lively spirit, providing a riposte to every crack made at their expense.16

In 1929 Ronnie would be elected the first president of the newly formed Poole Round Table. The Round Table movement was a fast-growing network of local clubs in which younger businessmen could exchange ideas, learn from the experiences of their colleagues and together contribute to civic life. It had been founded only a couple of years before, drawing its inspiration from a speech that the Prince of Wales had made in 1927 to the British Industries Fair. Records show that ‘Tabler Cornwell’ played an extremely active part in Round Table affairs during his year of office. He attended the first National Conference of Round Tables, where he proposed the adoption of a set of rules and a constitution for the movement.17 At a joint meeting of the Poole Rotary Club and Round Table, Ronnie expressed the junior body’s debt to the Club, which had ‘in a large measure started it upon its journey’. Responding to the main speaker’s talk on ‘Personality’, he argued that ‘expressive personality was particularly needed in these present days of keen competition. It had been said the business was 10% knowledge and 90% bluff, but was not that 90% really personality?’18

Like his father, Ronnie was a freemason. In the future, whenever Ronnie moved to a new area, he would always seek out the local masonic temple. And though he would hardly ever attend a religious service of any kind, he would invariably contact the Baptist minister, which his mother found reassuring.

Ronnie was active too in the Liberal Party. In the summer of 1930, for example, he spoke in support of his brother-in-law at a fund-raising garden party in a Bournemouth suburb. He attacked the town’s Conservative MP, Sir Henry Page Croft, mocking his equivocal stance towards the Empire Free Trade ‘Crusade’, launched by the Beaverbrook press as a new political party. ‘He reminds me of the young man who endeavoured to keep two young ladies on the go,’ Ronnie joked: ‘he sent his best wishes to one, and his love to the other.’19 Such humour was perhaps a little risqué for such an audience, but Ronnie could carry it off. His political views were unsophisticated. Like most of his fellow countrymen at the time, he took British superiority to be self-evident. Did not the King of England rule over the largest empire ever known, ‘the empire on which the sun never sets’? The ubiquitous maps on school walls, showing one-quarter of the globe’s surface in pale red, reinforced such complacency. Ronnie liked to quote from the great imperial writer Rudyard Kipling, especially his best-known poem ‘If’ which articulated his own philosophy of life: ‘If you can meet with triumph and disaster . . .’

Early in 1931 he was adopted as the prospective Liberal candidate for South Dorset, a constituency won by the Liberals in the 1906 landslide, but held by the Conservatives at subsequent elections. Still only in his mid-twenties, Ronnie seemed to have a future in politics – but his political debut would be curtailed by dramatic events at Westminster. Later that summer the Labour Prime Minister James Ramsay MacDonald, facing a rebellion within his own Cabinet, invited ‘men of all parties’ to join him in a National Government. A coalition of MPs drawn from all three major parties was formed, with only the rump of the Labour Party and a few Liberals in opposition. The new National Government sought a mandate from the people by calling a general election. This parliamentary realignment permeated down to a local level. In the run-up to the election Frank Cornwell wrote an open letter to Alec Glassey, published in the Poole and East Dorset Herald. Though a Conservative, he declared his ‘whole-hearted support’ for Glassey, as one of those men ‘who have proved themselves to have put the nation before party politics’. Whether Glassey was grateful for this endorsement is not recorded.

Only a week before the vote, in a dramatic speech to a crowded meeting at the Grand Theatre, Swanage, Ronnie announced that he was standing down to allow the sitting Conservative MP, Lord Cranborne, a clear run against the socialist candidate. ‘Adversity makes strange bedfellows,’ declared Ronnie, ‘but when the existence of the country is at stake I stand shoulder to shoulder with the National Government.’ He ended with a fine peroration: ‘I do not love my party less, but I love my country more.’20

‘God in Heaven, Wiggly, why can’t you get a move on for once?’ In his imaginary reconstruction of his own birth, as his mother struggled to bring him into the world, David depicted Ronnie as impatient for the process to be finished – as well he may have been, because his Swanage speech was delivered that same evening.

Olive soon found that she had exchanged a life of dependency and dullness for one of exhilarating insecurity. Ronnie spent other people’s money with generous freedom, leaving behind him a trail of bounced cheques, unpaid bills and broken promises. His great hero, according to Olive, was Clarence Hatry, the flamboyant financier who had built a swimming pool on the roof of his Mayfair mansion, and once owned the largest yacht in British waters. Hatry had begun as an insurance clerk. He made his first fortune by profiteering during the First World War, and in the 1920s he built a business empire, always emerging richer despite three successive bankruptcies. The collapse of the Hatry Group in September 1929 is said to have triggered the Wall Street Crash. Hatry himself was imprisoned for forgery and fraud.

Soon after they were married Olive began to sense that Ronnie was in financial trouble. She was flummoxed when tradesmen turned up at the house demanding to be paid; this was something quite outside her experience. In fact Ronnie had ventured into very deep water. Some years earlier he had diversified into property dealing, following the successful example of his father. He began to buy houses, generally providing about 10 per cent of the purchase price from his own funds and raising the remainder by mortgages. Quite quickly he accumulated a stock of about thirty-five properties. But this was during the Great Depression, a period when rental values slumped, and soon the income from the rents was insufficient to meet the outgoings. Mortgagees began to foreclose. By 1932 he estimated his losses from property speculation at £5,000. Moreover he had suffered an even larger loss from the failure of another venture. Ronnie had believed that the regulation of local coach services, introduced by the Labour Minister of Transport Herbert Morrison as part of the Road Traffic Act 1930, provided a golden opportunity. Until then coach services in Britain had operated in a kind of free-for-all; now local licences were being introduced, which would grant their holders the exclusive right to run services in that area. Ronnie speculated that these licences would be very valuable, and that they were likely to be awarded to those companies which already controlled most or all of the existing coach services. For some years he had been buying up local coach companies, with the aim of amalgamating them and eventually selling them on at a profit to a larger concern. He was well placed to do so, because the local proprietors were all existing clients of F. Cornwell & Son for insurance purposes. To raise the necessary cash he borrowed money from friends. Unfortunately most of the coaches had been obtained on hire purchase, and Ronnie found himself short of capital to make the repayments. Eventually the vehicles were reclaimed, and the business collapsed, with losses estimated at £6,000.21

By May 1932, Ronnie was so seriously in debt that his father felt obliged to come to his aid. An agreement was reached by which Frank and one of his associates took charge of all Ronnie’s assets, including Ambleside, the house in which David had been born. Ronnie relinquished his interest in F. Cornwell & Son and bound himself not to enter into further transactions without consulting Frank. This caused, in Ronnie’s words, ‘a tremendous amount of friction’ between father and son, and Ronnie decided to leave the area, unwilling to accept any further curb on his activities.

According to Olive, however, the rift was simulated. She told her own sons many years afterwards that Ronnie had been forced to quit the Poole area because he was suspected of setting fire to the Hamworthy garage where the coaches were kept in order to collect the insurance pay-out. She alleged that Ronnie’s father had been part of the swindle, indeed that he had put his son up to it, and had kept his head down afterwards. But no one was charged, and no evidence has emerged of any fire, started deliberately or otherwise, so maybe there is no basis to Olive’s story.

Whatever the impetus, the young family now left Poole and moved to Exeter. It would prove the start of a nomadic life for the children, never staying anywhere long enough to make friends or put down roots. Ronnie again set up as an insurance broker, and also started a parallel business, much more profitable, as an assessor specialising in accident claims. He was ‘ambulance chasing’, rushing to the scene of an accident, and thence to the hospital bed, where he would encourage the injured person to pursue a claim against the perpetrator, and offer to invest the pay-out on favourable terms. Perhaps because he was always in such a hurry, he incurred numerous speeding fines.

This was an anxious time for Ronnie. Moneylenders back in Bournemouth were pressing him hard. In desperation, he forged a cheque for £215 4s. The police came to the house and took him away. On 17 February 1934 he was sentenced at the Winchester Assizes to six months’ imprisonment for fraud.

Ronnie’s trial and subsequent sentence shocked his family. The shame was intense, though the accused himself seemed oblivious to it. He conducted his own appeal against the conviction, arguing that it was based on a succession of mistakes and misunderstandings. His sisters remembered watching him shave on the morning when the verdict was due to be announced, apparently certain that he would be exonerated.

His appeal was rejected by the court. The judge refused to reduce the sentence, commenting that it was, in his opinion, a lenient one. But there was worse to come. While on bail awaiting trial, Ronnie had moved his family to Farnham Common in Buckinghamshire, a village between Maidenhead and Slough. On a visit to London he had opened an account with the Clydesdale Bank, depositing a cheque that turned out to be worthless; and over the days that followed he had presented a succession of Clydesdale Bank cheques to shopkeepers and garage proprietors in neighbouring villages, for small amounts up to £10. None had been honoured, because there was no money in the account. In July Ronnie was brought from Winchester Prison to answer charges of obtaining money by deception at the Buckinghamshire Quarter Sessions. In his defence, he claimed that at the time the cheques were presented he had been expecting to receive £50 promised by a friend; and further claimed that he had hoped to deposit a life policy for £1,000, which he had given to another friend in exchange for a loan of £10. Finally he argued that he was owed £50 by a garage proprietor in Exeter. The court rejected his claims, and found him guilty on seven charges of obtaining money and goods on false pretences. The judge sentenced him to a further nine months’ imprisonment with hard labour, to run concurrently.

Again Ronnie appealed, and this time the case was heard before the Court of Criminal Appeal, where he was represented by the young Edward Ryder Richardson, later a recorder and Queen’s Counsel; and prosecuted by Norman Birkett KC, later Lord Birkett, a former Methodist preacher and Liberal MP who would serve as a judge at the Nuremberg trials. This appeal too was dismissed.

Olive had been ‘horrified’ when the police arrived to arrest Ronnie, she told her eldest son many years afterwards. She had never shown much interest in her husband’s business activities, beyond feeling a vague unease about them. Now tradesmen were queuing in the garden while the house was emptied of furniture. Alec Glassey arrived to collect his sister and his two nephews, then aged four and two, who were too young to understand what was happening. Going back to The Homestead was a form of imprisonment for Olive, but she felt that she had nowhere else to go. Returned to the house from which she had escaped, she reverted to being an obedient child again, unable to shield her sons from their uncle, who beat them at any sign that they might have strayed into ‘vice’. The memory of these beatings, and those he received subsequently at school, could stir David to fury even in old age.

Neither Tony nor David had any idea where Ronnie had gone, and nobody enlightened them. When questioned, adults became evasive. Like their mother, the boys too were forced to live out a gloomy penance, keeping quiet and out of sight, banned from the main reception rooms in The Homestead and confined to the orchard when they played outside. For month after month they suffered a purgatory of ‘dripping laurels . . . with red windswept beaches always out of season and creaking swings and sodden sandpits that were closed to enjoyment on the Sabbath’.22 On Sundays they were smuggled into church, amid much whispering, and endured Uncle Alec’s sermons, which seemed to David appallingly long. The ‘Other House’ where their Cornwell grandparents lived was a forbidden subject, never to be mentioned in the presence of the Glasseys: that was where the wickedness had been spawned.

It was characteristic of Ronnie’s breezy attitude that while serving his sentence he ingratiated himself with the prison governor, as if they were golfing chums. He told Olive that when her letters arrived he would show them to the governor, and together they would agree that he was lucky to have such a wonderful wife.

Ronnie was much impressed by the way that Birkett had conducted the prosecution, and sportingly wrote from prison to congratulate him, rather as a loser might congratulate the victor on winning a fair fight. No doubt surprised, Birkett replied, and a correspondence ensued. This was the beginning of an unlikely connection, which strengthened after Ronnie’s release. Birkett accepted Ronnie’s hospitality, and his introductions to obliging young ladies; like so many others, he would be corrupted by Ronnie. In his letters to Birkett from prison, Ronnie pledged to study law after he had served his sentence; on his release he would indeed enrol as a student at Gray’s Inn, purchasing a wig and gown that would accompany him on his journey through life – though this ceremonial purchase marked both the beginning and the end of his legal studies. He would subsequently resolve that his sons should practise law in his place, Tony (for his solidity) as a solicitor and David (for his glibness) as a barrister. Ryder Richardson, who would become a regular guest at Ronnie’s table in the 1940s and 1950s, always said that Ronnie had a fine legal mind; had he been on the right side of the law, he might have risen to the heights of the legal profession.

Though hinted at from time to time, it was not made explicit to the boys that their father had served a prison sentence until they were grown up. Searching his memory David recalled a scene from his boyhood: standing in the road outside Exeter Prison, clutching his mother’s hand and waving up at his father behind a barred window, yelling ‘Daddy, Daddy!’ Excited by this long-forgotten image, David asked Ronnie whether he too recalled this moving moment. ‘Sheer invention from start to finish, son.’ Ronnie conceded that he had done a bit of time in Exeter, but mostly he had been in Winchester Prison and Wormwood Scrubs. (Apparently Winchester was the roughest, ‘because of the gypsies’.) Besides, he explained, it was impossible to see or be seen from within the walls. ‘Anyone who knows Exeter Prison knows that.’ David decided that the scene outside Exeter Prison must have been a false memory, one that had never existed except in his imagination. And yet, in some way, it remained true to him. ‘We should find another name for the way we see past events that are still alive in us,’ he wrote. ‘I saw him at that window but I also see him there now, grasping the bars, his bull’s chest encased in a convict’s uniform, with arrows printed on it, as worn in all the best school comics.’23

After a miserable year, Olive left The Homestead and took the boys to their Cornwell grandparents’ house in Mount Road – known as Bay View, because it stood on high ground, offering a panorama across Poole Harbour to Brownsea Island and the Purbeck Hills beyond. This was a comparatively cheerful place. The boys were treated kindly by their grandparents, while their three unmarried aunts, all still living at home, would fuss over them and feed them sweets. Their great-grandfather lived in a cottage at the back, with a collection of Toby jugs displayed on his mantelpiece at which the boys gazed with fascination. The only thing lacking, apart from their father, was pocket money. It seemed somehow generally accepted that Ronnie’s boys could not be trusted with cash.

Olive and her two boys were soon on the move again. Frank Cornwell bundled his daughter-in-law and grandsons into the car and took them for a long drive, further from Parkstone than they had ever been before. Presumably he had decided that his son should make a new start, far enough away that nobody would be familiar with his record. In St Albans, on the far side of London, he showed them around a newly built house, named Ambleside after their house in Lilliput. It was fully furnished, to the extent of teddy bears on the beds for the boys. ‘He has provided it for you,’ Olive whispered to them: the boys made appropriate expressions of thanks to their grandfather. In preparation for Ronnie’s release, she went up to London
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