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About the Book

David Norris is one of Ireland’s most popular, colourful and charismatic public figures. Not a man to shy away from controversy, he has spent most of his adult life challenging the establishment, whether as a leading campaigner for gay rights, a passionate conservationist, an unconventional academic and Joycean scholar, a brilliant raconteur, or, since 1987, a fiercely independent Senator and outspoken defender of human rights.

Born in the Belgian Congo to an English father, who died when he was six years old, and an Irish mother, who died when he was twenty-one, David has been a Dubliner all his life, and the city of Ulysses remains one of his great passions. He spear-headed the revival of Georgian Dublin, particularly through his campaign to save North Great George’s Street, where he has lived for the last thirty-five years.

But it is David Norris’s campaign to decriminalize homosexuality that will stand as his major legacy. Over a long sixteen years, he fought a difficult battle to overturn the Victorian law, finally winning a historic victory in the European Court of Human Rights in 1988.

David’s decision to run for President of Ireland in 2011 was not lightly taken, but it proved to be the most bruising period of his life. His popularity and the public affection in which he is held saw him quickly established as the front-runner. However, a sustained and hostile media campaign forced him out of the race; although he re-entered it in the autumn, the momentum had been lost. In these pages, David Norris reveals for the first time the full, no-holds-barred story of his presidential campaign, and of how he recovered from the turmoil.

A Kick Against the Pricks is a brilliant, deeply revealing autobiography, a remarkable journey from the margins to the centre of Irish society.
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This book is dedicated to the unconquerable spirit of those like Noël Browne, Victor Griffin and Tom Hyland who I have been lucky enough to call friends and whose passionate integrity has been a continuing inspiration. It is also dedicated to Miriam Gordon Smith and Muireann Noonan, who remained 100 per cent steadfast not only throughout the ups and downs of my political career but also in the preparation of this book.


 

‘And when we were all fallen to the earth, I heard a voice speaking unto me and saying in the Hebrew tongue, Saul, Saul, why persecutest thou me? It is hard for thee to kick against the pricks.’

Acts, 26:14

‘Being enraged I would kick against the pricks.’

Euripides, The Bacchae

‘If you strike against the pricks with your fists you hurt your hands more than the pricks.’

Plautus

Prick – a kind of sharpened goad used to prod oxen in what those in control considered the correct direction – was from ancient times a source of metaphor. I also use it in full consciousness of its double entendre as a metaphor for my lifelong struggle against the establishment.


Warning to Readers

This material should be consumed whole and in its original wrapping. Unauthorised toxic bundles of selected quotations may appear in the media. The public are advised to be cautious about such products as their ingestion may lead to mental confusion and moral constipation, with possibly fatal intellectual or spiritual consequences. Be especially cautious of sensational headlines. They often equate to the old Quaker dictum ‘First thee tells the lie, then thee asks the question.’ As Pascal wisely remarked in his Pensées: ‘Words arranged differently have different meanings and meanings arranged differently have different effects.’

References to real people are as accurate as possible especially in cases where those concerned possess a reasonable degree of reality. I have tried to be fair and truthful throughout my life and have attempted to obey the biblical injunction to turn the other cheek, although frequently not before delivering a resounding slap in return to my attackers. I freely acknowledge that I have yet to attain that perfect state of Christian for-bearance to which one is supposed to aspire, and as my years advance seem less and less likely to do so before I am welcomed into Abraham’s capacious and forgiving bosom.

Finally I would remind readers of that old superstitious rhyme about magpies:

One for sorrow, two for joy,

three for a girl, four for a boy,

five for silver, six for gold

and seven for a story that will never be told.

No human life, certainly not one as complicated as mine, can be compressed within the pages of a single book, but there are in any case some stories that will go to my grave with me. They concern nothing that would bring me into disrepute but they might inadvertently cause hurt to people I care about; and my purpose throughout life has been to do good rather than harm. The old medico-legal dictum, ‘Primum non nocere’ – ‘do as little harm as possible’, is I think one that should be observed.


PROLOGUE
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CHRISTMAS 2010 WAS a childhood dream in Dublin – a real white Christmas. The snow around lay thick and deep and cast an unusual mantle of pristine purity even over the north inner city. A young newly engaged couple living temporarily in a flat across the street from my house took the opportunity to build a wonderful, traditional, larger-than-life-size snowman. He had a battered felt hat, little black eyes of coal, a carrot nose and orange-peel mouth. I even seem to remember a small tattered scarf. Beside him was built from solid snow, like the blocks of an igloo, a throne on which the young couple photographed each other. Other people drifting up the street also took the opportunity; there was a sense of happiness and celebration. I went back inside for my camera and took a few snaps myself.

Then up the street came the sound of what might be taken as merriment, the nasal voices of three teenage girls united in-harmoniously in the chorus of a pop song. Then they spotted the snowman. First of all like everyone else they took a few photographs on their telephones, but quickly the playfulness turned nasty. One of them knocked the hat off, then the nose was tweaked away. The most adventurous of the three started shoving at the head until with the help of her two accomplices she pushed it over to the ground. Then a frenzy of destruction took place until the only remnants of the snowman were a scatter of smeared lumps. It was apparently only the human form that attracted their instinct for vandalism; the throne lay isolated, unoccupied. As they passed the bewildered creators of the image one of them sneered, ‘We killed your fuckin’ snowman for you, mister.’

It was a sad moment but an illustrative one. One frequently hears it said that there are two kinds of people: good and bad, the ugly and the beautiful, the vivacious and the dull, and so on. But it seemed to me on that early Christmastide evening that there are also two kinds of personalities: one to whom the arrival of something that bespeaks creativity and the positive find themselves drawn towards it to join in the fun, while the other force is a sinister instinct, equally attracted, drawn to everything that is positive however, not to celebrate but instead to enjoy the thrill of destruction.

I have always tried as far as I could to tell the truth, even when it was painful to myself. But I have on occasion pulled back from full revelation to spare others. There are times when, having told a story so often, I wonder if I am embroidering things somewhat, as storytellers frequently do. But this book’s kernel is the truth as I believe it to be.

I do not in any sense consider myself a hero, nor have I constantly aimed at the heroic. I am an ordinary man placed from time to time in extraordinary circumstances which I have attempted to face with what courage I could muster, sometimes alone and sometimes with valiant companions. I have had many good friends and comrades but there is no doubt that my attitudes, my beliefs, my constant attempts at honesty, perhaps to some also the grating sound of my voice, have alienated others, and I have been aware for some time of enemies in the thickets. This book may no doubt add to their number, but if one is going to make enemies by the honest expression of opinion, why stop at one or two? To walk on one corn could be considered an error of judgement but to plough on through thickets of misshapen calloused and carbuncled digits at least suggests a sense of deliberation.

Now I am for the first time attempting to do for myself what I have throughout my life attempted to do for others – provide a personal justification. This book constitutes in Newman’s phrase an ‘apologia pro vita mea’. An apologia not in the popular sense of an apology, for I apologise to no one for my actions or my words, but in the classical sense of an explanation, and one which I hope will be, if not accepted, at least considered by the civilised reader.

As I write, this is a new year. Another Christmas is over, but for me, apart from the religious and spiritual elements that have always been the most significant, there was no Christmas this year. No Christmas tree scented the hallway of my Georgian house in central Dublin, no holly decorated my grandmother’s marble clock, my grandfather’s Regency bookcase. A few cards were sent out as a matter of duty and thanks to those who remained loyal in a difficult time. No presents except recycled fripperies at the last moment from my treasure chest of curiosities collected during my global travels. No celebration except – a slightly incongruous luxury considering my precarious financial state – on Christmas Eve a meal in Frère Jacques which has become a tradition. Every year I take my family and perhaps a close friend or two to lunch at that splendid French restaurant and then on to the carol service at St Patrick’s Cathedral which I have been attending now for over sixty of my nearly seventy years.

And why this austerity, this grimness? Not certainly because I did not succeed in becoming the ninth President of Ireland. That has surely been compensated for by the election of President Michael D. Higgins, a man of profound intellect and a poet, but most important of all a man who has always spoken out with passionate eloquence and with encyclopaedic knowledge of human-rights legislation both national and international, on behalf of the marginalised; rather it was because of the impact of the unrestrained, indecent and inaccurate attacks upon my character motivated by a casual nastiness, revenge for some of my political actions and an almost universal desire among the print media to increase circulation by the promotion of scandal rather than accurate reporting. There has never been an election like the 2011 presidential election in Ireland. Nor in my lifetime have I known any citizen who was not a criminal singled out and collectively targeted by the media for such abuse as I was.

Even in my beloved eighteenth century, of course, there were scandals, lampoons, lies, character assassinations and an unpleasant odour from Grub Street, but that rank stink has intensified, especially since the general implementation in the gutter press in Ireland as well as in the UK of the moral and ethical standards of organisations presided over by Rupert Murdoch.

I remember many years ago, when researching James Joyce and his circle, coming across an essay by one of Joyce’s fellow students, Arthur Clery, in which he coined a remarkable phrase: ‘The nation that takes for its Sunday lunch an English Sunday newspaper may one day find a change in its Friday diet.’ In those days of course for the overwhelmingly Roman Catholic population of Ireland Friday was a day of spiritual observance, perhaps even penance, when meat was forbidden and fish the ordained meal of the day. What Clery meant was that there would be a corruption of the standards of Irish journalism and morality by a debased British press. The flooding of the Irish market with low-class, vulgar English journalism has proved his point and I remember with embarrassment now how patronisingly I felt towards him when I read the sentence first, and categorised him merely as an insular, xenophobic Catholic quasi-intellectual. All that he may indeed have been, but he was also certainly prophetic, as recent years have confirmed.

Through one of the vagaries of human life I myself had a part-time career as a journalist with a tabloid newspaper. I was proud and excited to be accepted as a member of the National Union of Journalists even though qualification for entry requires no particular skill of literacy or intellect, professional training or apprenticeship, merely the capacity to demonstrate that one can earn a certain proportion of one’s income by the pen. I have since learnt a healthy scepticism of the trustworthiness of journalists.

Finally may I say that the inscription on the tin remains an accurate description of the contents. For all my religious and spiritual beliefs, my humanitarian record and all the rest of it, in this case what you see is what you get, for it is, at least in part, a kick against the pricks. After a lifetime of experience I can say without fear of contradiction that there are plenty of them in public life, whether they be politicians, journalists, churchmen, professional hypocrites or fundamentalists of various kinds.

One of my colleagues warned me against re-entering the presidential race in September 2011, saying it would be a crucifixion. However what of course she overlooked was the fact that in the Christian religion crucifixion is followed by resurrection. And so it has been proven. Within a few months I was back: early January in Cyprus. The log fire was roaring, snow on Mount Olympus and my friend Nora there to dispute with on topics of politics, religion and sex. It was an evening of laughter and fun.

And that is what one aspect of resurrection and recovery means. In the words of Hilaire Belloc, which I have used as the title for the last chapter of this book:

From quiet homes and first beginning,

Out to the undiscovered ends,

There’s nothing worth the wear of winning,

But laughter and the love of friends.


CHAPTER 1
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My Family and Other Animals

THE CLINIQUE REINE Elisabeth was a long, low, white art Deco building deep in the heart of Africa. Built in Leopoldville in the 1930s, it served the medical needs of the colonial administrators and their families who lived in the Belgian Congo. And it was there, on 31 July 1944, that I, David Patrick Bernard FitzPatrick Norris, was born.

I was conceived from the conjugal union of one man and one woman, legally registered and conducted according to the rites of the Anglican Communion, viz. to wit and to woo, John Bernard Norris, born in Richmond, London, in 1895, and Aida Margaret FitzPatrick, born in Mountrath, County Laois, in 1901. That town, located in what was then still officially designated the Queen’s County, was a little unkindly described by the late Lord Killanin and Frank O’Connor as ‘a decayed market town’.

Both my parents, as far as I know, were as deeply committed to heterosexual monogamy as they were to their strong but rather Middle Church form of Christianity. I state these facts at the beginning to correct the kind of confusion about my nature that contaminates certain right-wing conservative groups who affect an adherence to the Christian religion. They appear to believe that I either emerged surreptitiously from the hot tap in the bathroom or, a more likely proposition, that whereas men may indeed come from Mars and women from Venus, I in fact materialised from even more remote regions of the universe, charged with an extraterrestrial mission of outstanding significance, i.e. the destruction by insidious means of the human family unit, especially that version presided over by the ageing celibates of the Vatican.

Were such an exotic origin capable of confirmation I would embrace it with alacrity. But, alas, my beginnings are as banal as almost everyone else’s.

Since I am now of a certain age there could not have been even the suggestion of a test tube or other kind of well-intentioned modern assistance to my conception. My parents did it all on their own, au naturel so to speak. Their first ten childless years of marriage were triumphantly ended by the birth of my older brother, John, and it took just less than half that time for what, one hopes, were their modestly pleasurable efforts to produce me.

I say I hope it was a modestly pleasurable exercise because, in my mother’s family at least, sex was regarded as a subject too squalid and unhygienic to be referred to in public – and certainly not in front of the young: a kind of regrettable, almost veterinary necessity for the continuation of the species. This may seem odd to the younger generation, but it was a fairly widespread fact of life in the first half of the twentieth century. Sexuality was just not visible, even among animals in the farming community, a fact confirmed to my infant imagination by the arrival of a postcard from a rather prim cousin, with a photo on the front of market day in Roscrea. No one except myself appeared to have noticed – and certainly no one commented upon – the fact that bang in the centre of the rustic scene a complacent cow could be clearly seen enjoying the energetic attentions of a bull.

I arrived on the Equator in the middle of summer and at precisely 1 p.m., lunchtime. A few months after my birth I received my first review, in the beautiful handwriting of my mother in one of her many letters home: You asked me what David is like – well he is exactly what John Richard was like at that age, only fatter and more placid. He is always smiling.

My parents had been living in Africa for more than a decade. Their extraordinary journey had begun at a tennis party in south County Dublin in 1930. One of my father’s sisters, Daisy, had married an Irishman called Agnew Montgomery Martin, who owned lands near the family home at Flimby Hall in County Clare. Monty was a bit of a character, who also had properties in London and Brighton, and three houses on Lower Pembroke Street, just off Fitzwilliam Square in Dublin, which he called the Arcadia Club and leased out to the gentry as serviced apartments with butlers, silver tea services – the works.

Monty and Daisy were high-livers and loved the theatre, especially patronising the Gate. They became friendly with Micheál Mac Liammóir and Hilton Edwards, and allowed them to stay free of charge when they were short of cash. In a wonderful passage in his memoir All for Hecuba, Mac Liammóir described Daisy – whom he called Tessie – making cocktails and coming out with a stream of political commentary, literary criticism and salacious gossip:

‘Cosgrave’s party is going out soon’, Tessie would say, looking like a blonde Brazilian butterfly as she rattled the cocktail shaker on high in the big basement kitchen, ‘and De Valera’s coming in. Glad? I’m not. Things will be just as lousy as they are now, and they’ll let all those I.R.A. boys out of jail and then we’ll all be murdered in our beds. In our beds,’ she continued … ‘heard about Denis Johnston and that Abbey girl, you know her name, Shelah Richards? Married next month. Don’t suppose they’ll ask me to the wedding. All very Protestant and smart though. They might just as well ask me. God knows I’m English enough. Can’t understand Irish prods. Neither fish, fowl nor the other thing … And long skirts are coming back. That woman with no nose in Baggot Street went to Paris last week and met Paddy Perrott on the top of the Eiffel Tower and he told her son, and he’s in with Poiret. Of course it’s a tremendous secret, so don’t say I said a word. Awful to be sued by Schiaparelli, wouldn’t it? Maud Gonne is going to see your show tonight. Maud Gonne Mad they used to call her. Lovely woman, though, all the men mad about her. Yeats is going to live in Rathfarnham. Oh yes, he’s fed up with Merrion Square. Well wouldn’t you be with all those old cats playing bridge all day? …

Even though she died five years before my birth, Daisy sounds just like me.

The Montys invited my father over to spend some time in Dublin after the collapse of his business in the 1929 crash, and one weekend they all went off to a house near Greystones to join a tennis party. The rambling mansion was the home of Lord Chief Justice Cherry and it was there my parents first set eyes on each other and began a romance that lasted until my father’s death, two decades later.

My father had been something of a hero during the First World War, nursing the Merchant Navy vessel HMS Sceptre back to port after it had been attacked by German submarines in 1917. For his efforts he had received a Lloyds Medal – popularly known as the marine VC – and a reward of £900, which could have bought you two substantial houses in London at the time. Instead he invested it in setting up an engineering company. He was very enterprising and a keen inventor, coming up with designs for silent hydraulic elevators for plush hotels in London. In the Congo, where he worked for Lever Brothers, he designed and invented machines to extract oil from palm nuts, which was then used to make margarine.

My mother had a wonderfully optimistic spirit and was devotedly in love with this dashing Englishman. That spirit carried her through, especially when you consider that she was whisked from the bogs of Laois to the dark heart of Africa, pausing only at St Ann’s Church on Dawson Street at eight o’clock one September morning in 1930 to marry the man she loved.

The newlyweds sailed from Antwerp, down through the Bay of Biscay to the mouth of the Congo. They exchanged their liner for a paddle steamer, later for a smaller boat as the river narrowed. This continued on up the river until, in small canoes, they reached their new home.

The European intervention in the Congo was evil, with the mass-murdering King Leopold II treating it as his personal possession from 1885 until 1908. The true heroes who exposed that sorry chapter were the novelist Joseph Conrad and the Anglo-Irish diplomat Roger Casement. Conrad’s Heart of Darkness caught exactly the atmosphere of racist bestiality fostered by the Belgian company that was in the control of the King, and Casement’s persistent and dramatic reports of the depravity could not be overlooked and led to an inquiry.

My father was chief engineer with Lever Brothers in the Congo, and later responsible for maintaining the supply of raw materials needed by the Allies in Europe, so they eventually had a comfortable life in Leopoldville (now Kinshasa), although they certainly roughed it when they were living in the bush. My father had been wounded in the First World War and also managed to contract anthrax in Africa from a badger-hair shaving brush. My mother nursed him through that, but then she caught rheumatic fever and was flat on her back for a full year. That episode damaged a valve in her heart, whose failure eventually killed her thirty years later.

She was very good at languages and learnt several of the local tongues, including Kikongo and Swahili, compiling dictionaries and grammars in little notebooks, where she recorded words and phrases phonetically, with an explanation of their meaning in English or French. They had a Congolese butler called Martin who loved them as they loved him, and wanted to come home with them in the end, but it was impossible to get him in to Ireland, just as I was to find later with my partner Ezra.

In her letters home my mother described Christmas in Africa, which at times reads like a Somerville and Ross story.

We had a quiet Christmas. There was nothing to give John Richard but I had been keeping a drawing book, a Kipling story-book and the story of Pinocchio, and I found a little ebony walking stick with ivory top and bought that. With a tin of biscuits and a jar of home made fudge, that was everything Santa Claus brought – with one exception!

Seeing that his Christmas was going to be on the mean side I begged a donkey colt belonging to the company, and a friend, M Bosquet, who is a good horseman, had a saddle and bridle made and got a little native boy to ride it to break it in!

It arrived on Christmas morning just after Santa Claus had been disposed of! John was most excited but it never entered his head that it might be just bringing a message. He said ‘Mummy, Mummy, there’s a horse with long ears and a thing for me to sit on when I ride him!’ He had to have a ride at once. I can’t say that the ‘breaking in’ had been very successful. The impression I had was that it had never had anyone on its back before! It escaped three times on Christmas Day and had to be chased by the cook, houseboys, waterboys, gardener, chauffeur, sentries, etc each time. They are all terrified of it so when I go near it I feel as if I were a lion-tamer giving an exhibition! John loves it, talks to it, brushes it and scratches its head. Yesterday afternoon I yoked it up and got the chauffeur to come and help me give John a ride. The famous ‘Cooper’s Ass’ wasn’t in it! I had to call the cook as well to push its hind quarters down as it kept ‘histing’ them. John enjoyed it but I’m sure I lost several pounds of fat.

We enjoyed the carols from King’s College and thought of you all when we listened to the King’s broadcast.

Another family event recorded in my mother’s letters was John’s fourth birthday, at which he greeted a visitor with ‘Please, I am politely four.’ The party, in the garden, was enlivened by the arrival of some interlopers, who thought the sight of adults under the trees, the extensive and beautifully laid-out flowerbeds and children playing meant it was a public park! The next morning, she wrote, John awoke to ask her, ‘Am I still four?’

My father had a strongly developed sense of justice and was frequently called upon to arbitrate in local disputes. He operated as a type of bush magistrate, taking notes, summoning witnesses and adjudicating on matters. He dealt severely with some Belgian men who were found to be having sex with the wives of the locals, and he had the malefactors deported in disgrace.

Mother was also a keen naturalist; she adored animals, and was adept at coaxing them out of the jungle and domesticating them. She was a friend of Sir Julian Huxley, the first director of UNESCO and founder of the World Wildlife Fund, and at the time head of London Zoo. She presented him with the first Bosman’s potto to be held in captivity, which she brought back to London in her cabin. This lovely creature, resembling a loris or lemur with grey fur, is found in the canopy above the rainforest. A photograph of the animal appeared on the front page of the London Evening Standard, the original of which I have framed over the fireplace in the library. She was rewarded with life membership of the zoo.

John Junior had arrived in 1940, four and a half years before my birth, but it was my arrival that spurred their decision to return to live in Dublin. Leaving my father behind, my mother, brother and I came home on the Belge-Maritime du Congo vessel the Copacabana early in 1945. The Second World War was still on-going, and the U-boats prowling the Atlantic made the crossing very difficult for my mother on her own with two small children. John remembers the ship coming under attack from the air, and the sound of the shell casings as they rattled on the wooden deck as the ship’s anti-aircraft guns fired on the Luftwaffe planes, and my mother’s rush to hide us in the cabin. The ship was blacked out at all times and the food and living conditions weren’t great. We were met at Portsmouth by my uncle, who was well connected in the military and had managed to secure a car. He got us to the boat to neutral Ireland through the rubble of the Blitz, but my mother was at her wits’ end after the exhausting journey. The arrival of people from the Canadian Red Cross with a sustaining cup of cocoa was something she still talked about fondly years later.

We then set off straight for the old homestead in Co. Laois, where we stayed with my grandparents in Mountrath. We lived in Laois for a year or so, of which my only memory is watching my mother as she looked back at the edge of town as we left it for our new life in Dublin. My father had returned from Africa to organise the purchase of a house in the city, and to help us move there. They had looked at a house on Ailesbury Road which had been built by a relative of my mother’s family, but my father, being English and practical rather than sentimental, didn’t think the damp coursing was up to scratch. So they bought a much more modern detached 1930s house in a cul-de-sac off Sandymount Avenue called Wilfield Park.

It was before my second birthday, but I remember crossing the bridge at Ballsbridge, with its illuminated globe lighting, and then the sound of my father’s shoes clopping across the bare boards of the new house before he headed off on his bicycle in his tweed suit to buy a two-bar electric fire. Another infant memory is of lying in the pram under the trees, looking through the leaves at the sun and listening to the birds. I was irritated by the strap restraints, and loudly complained as I struggled to free myself from them.

I treasure those fragments of memory as I only saw my father on three occasions after we returned from Africa, and then just for four- or six-week breaks. I wasn’t entirely happy with his visits as I was forced to take a siesta and I would be plonked in the bed alongside him. Of course I could hear other children of my age playing outside and thus couldn’t sleep and became fidgety, which led to a stern reprimand.

I remember my father and brother playing cricket in the evening in the back garden. It was a game in which I wasn’t particularly interested, but at which John was a feared fast bowler. As a batsman his prowess was more erratic but on one occasion he scored a six-and-out when he put the ball in through the French windows of the dining room, where my mother was entertaining some friends, and out again through the corner window, just missing the wireless set.

My father was a serious man, interested in world politics. He loved Ireland and wanted to learn Irish and get involved in public life when he finally made his home here, if his health permitted. He still suffered from his First World War injuries and walked with a stoop. The last summer we saw him was in 1949, when I was five years old. For me, his arrival home was always an occasion for joy as he would bring me the clear boiled-sugar fruit sweets that were given to him on the plane. They came in a packet of four, and I ached for them. That was what his return meant to me, but on his last visit he forgot to bring them, and I howled the house down.

One day he took me with him up to Donnybrook – probably to get me out from under my mother’s feet – where there was a Ford motor dealer’s showroom opposite the rugby grounds. He bought a second-hand Ford Prefect with a beautifully smelling leather interior.

I remember driving to Kerry in that car, and its registration number – ZF8. My father was a keen golfer so we visited Killarney and Ballybunion. We went to the beach and took in the views of the ruined castle. On our return we diverted to Blarney, where I was forced to kiss the stone which promises a life of loquaciousness to those who do so. I was always being forced to do things I didn’t want to; I also hated trips to Dublin Zoo, where I would be put up on a howdah on the back of Sarah the elephant, to be led around by the keeper, who was the broadcaster Pat Kenny’s father.

One day in late 1949 my father brought me into town with him to buy his airline ticket at the Aer Lingus head office, which was then in Cathal Brugha Street. We all went out to Collinstown Aerodrome, now Dublin Airport, to say goodbye before he flew to London where he caught his connection to Leopoldville. There were very few planes to be seen, and they were all Douglas DC3s emblazoned with the livery of Aer Lingus; I remember that the plane took off with its nose raised at a dramatic angle before levelling off. We stood on the roof balcony of the beautiful banana-shaped Art Deco building beside the control tower to wave him off.

After 1949 we were on our own again in our comfortable life in Ballsbridge. My mother would let us know how Father was doing through the frequent letters and occasional phone calls they exchanged. She busied herself about the garden and in the kitchen, where she was a gifted cook with a special talent for French haute cuisine.

My father should have retired before 1950, but the company and the Belgian government prevailed upon him to stay for another six months. This had already happened several times. He was overworking and the stress began to tell on him.

One afternoon my mother received a telegram saying that he had been taken ill. Over the next number of days further messages came, saying his condition was worsening, and then that there was little hope. Finally my mother got another telegram, after which she took John and myself into the dining room to tell us that our father had died. She put her arms around us and said we would all have to stick together now, as there were only the three of us left. At such a young age I wasn’t really aware of what was going on and I had hardly met my father. I knew I was expected to cry like the other two and nearly gave myself a hernia squeezing out a couple of miniature teardrops. I was only five and a half at the time and I was more upset that we wouldn’t have a motor car any more.

It transpired that my father had died on the day of the first telegram, but this succession of messages was somebody’s way of breaking the news gently to us. As a humane gesture it didn’t work, as my poor mother was in a terrible state of apprehension waiting for the postman and telegraph boy, hoping against hope for a gleam of good news, and it would have been better to receive the grim news all at once. He had suffered a massive coronary thrombosis and was dead at the age of fifty-six.

We had a comfortable house in a fashionable part of Dublin, and some very good furniture, mostly inherited from my mother’s family, but we hadn’t much money. The only things sent back from Africa were the medal of the Order of his Belgian knighthood and his set of left-handed golf clubs. The pension from Lever Brothers was small, but as a result of the Belgian knighthood we continued to receive another small pension from that government, which helped a bit. But there was no assistance whatsoever for widows from the Irish State at the time, a fact made doubly unjust because if it was my mother who had died, my father would have got a housekeeper’s allowance, even though he was the breadwinner.

It was very difficult for my mother, who had for many years in Africa been used to a large domestic staff and a fleet of motor cars at her disposal. In Dublin she employed a maid, who lived in for a time, and a gardener when needed, but the car was the first thing to go. Over the centuries the FitzPatricks had alternated between one generation who were flaithiúlach and devil-may-care, and the next one which picked up the pieces. My mother was very prudent, and kept immaculate household accounts in which she rigidly adhered to her weekly budget. She and her sister regarded debt as sinful: everything was paid for and if you couldn’t afford it you couldn’t have it.

We also had prayers every day before breakfast. The maid, Nelly, was excused because she was Roman Catholic. The rest of us had to turn our chairs around to form a priedieu and listen to Mother say the collect of the day. Then we said the Our Father and the beautiful Second Collect from Matins, which still haunts me:

O Lord, our heavenly Father, Almighty and everlasting God, who hast safely brought us to the beginning of this day; Defend us in the same with thy mighty power; and grant that this day we fall into no sin, neither run into any kind of danger; but that all our doings, being ordered by thy governance, may be righteous in thy sight.

Although our postal address was Ballsbridge, we were closer to Sandymount, and it was in that pretty village that we did most of our shopping. Every day the staff from Findlater’s rang to take my mother’s grocery order, which was later delivered by Christy in his van. When one visited Findlater’s, purchases would be made at the counter and then, through a system of pulleys and springs, the bill and money would be carried in a little wooden container across the ceiling to the cashier, who sat in an elevated box with a glass front. She would reach up, open the cylinder and carefully examine the transaction, and then with a jerk of the lever send the stamped bill and your change whizzing back via the pulleys.

There were many lovely little shops around the green, including the hardware shop with its unique curved window which is still a feature of Sandymount. This was run by Miss Milligan, a matronly woman from Cork who wore her white hair in a bun. The whole process of shopping there was a delight, from the pervading smell of paraffin to the creaky wooden floorboards and the huge embossed metal cash register which checked off the pounds, shillings and pence.

I loved the newsagent’s shop, run by an affable couple called Harry and Lily Mapother. Harry always had the inside track on politics. The two old ladies next door who ran the Gem cake shop were very genteel and wore mink coats to Mass, while Mrs Murray, who only gave up driving aged 103, was the postmistress.

Across the green was Roddy’s sweet shop, full of glass jars of gobstoppers, liquorice torpedoes, aniseed dates, acid drops, clove rock and bull’s-eyes; and Batt’s chemist shop occupied the corner where the bank now stands. The green itself was a generally well-kept amenity, giving a real village feel to Sandymount, but it became the scene of an appalling tragedy one day when a boy fell while climbing a chestnut tree in search of conkers. He plummeted on to the railings and was impaled through his chin.

My family loved horses, but paradoxically didn’t approve of gambling. So it was always a great treat every Easter when my friends Michael Moran, John Doherty and I were loaded into the Doherty family’s comfortable old Vauxhall saloon to head off to Fairyhouse racecourse. It was a colourful event, with the legendary Prince Monolulu, an alleged Cherokee Indian who wore the full rig-out, including magnificent feathered headdress, tassled leather clothing and moccasins, and who sold tips. We always parked at Ballyhack, where Mr Doherty produced a volcano kettle. This was a most interesting little alloy instrument into which newspapers could be stuffed and then lit to produce instant boiling water.

On one occasion I picked the first, second and third in the Irish Grand National, and can now disclose how I did it, perhaps for the enlightenment, if not the enrichment, of the reader. We were allowed to place threepence of our pocket money each way on our selection. I’d had a disastrous run, so for the Grand National I punted 3d. each way on each of the dozen or so horses in the race. After the race was over I carefully and discreetly discarded the nine losing dockets, retaining numbers 1, 2 and 3. One of my friends thought it would be great fun to see what stinkers I had chosen again, so with feigned reluctance I produced my tickets, which to everyone’s astonishment showed I had scooped the pool. I think in fact I just about broke even.

My grandmother and Aunt Constance came to live with us for a while. It was not a successful arrangement, however, because my aunt could be very domineering and my mother didn’t appreciate her attempts to take control. They moved out to Dun Laoghaire or, as my grandmother insisted, Kingstown. She always sealed her letters with sealing wax, and between that and the roaring fires she enjoyed, the family were convinced she would burn the place down. Our visits there often culminated in tears and a sudden departure. I always looked back to see my aunt in the porch, looking forlorn. She was difficult, but I adored her and even at that age I recognised a kindred spirit.

I have very clear memories of my grandmother as a regal presence in our lives, though without the frigid imperiousness of my other grandmother. I was desolate when she died in 1955. She was buried in Co. Laois after a funeral service in St John the Evangelist in Mounttown. The choir sang ‘Abide with Me’ and ‘Rock of Ages’ and I couldn’t hear those hymns for twenty years afterwards without bursting into tears. Her death was a horrible wrench.

I met my father’s mother on just one occasion, although at one time she lived in the same district of Dublin as us. I was four, and accompanied my father on the visit. My memories are of an imperious old lady in a white lace cap who chastised me for fidgeting. After my father’s death I wasn’t allowed any more contact with her, which is rather sad, as she actually lived on in Dublin till I was ten. She died in a house on the North Circular Road, close to the Phoenix Park, and had definitely been on the slide since the death of ‘the Montys’.

My parents’ families never got on, and looked down on each other simultaneously. That may be a mathematical impossibility but it was a social reality for us. My mother didn’t approve of the Norrises, apart from my father, believing they were too flighty. Her family didn’t approve of looking for publicity or appearing in the newspapers at all, and despised politics as ‘a vulgar trade’. The FitzPatricks certainly wouldn’t have thought much of me and my subsequent adventures!

But if the subject of the Norrises came up in conversation I would stick up for my father’s family and point out that his grandmother was a baroness in her own right (who, I discovered thanks to Douglas Appleyard, a Stoker connection who is a gifted genealogist, rejoiced in the name of Wilhelmina Augusta van Kamperdijk), to which my aunt would reply that it wasn’t a real title, because it wasn’t British. ‘They hand those out like peanuts in Europe, and in any case one look at your grandmother’s nose would tell you what she was – a Middle European Jewess.’ To the somewhat surprised discomfiture of my aunt, I was delighted by this prospect.

My father’s sister, Pauline, was one of the very first women aviators, holding a flying licence from 1917, and was married to a much-decorated American flying ace called Dean Lamb. He occupies a footnote in military history as he is reputed to be the first man to have been involved in an aerial dogfight – he and his adversary fired pistols at each other out of two rickety biplanes in the skies above Mexico before World War I:

Over Naco the enemy airmen entered into a pistol argument, which ended with no casualties. Circling to re-load, Lamb held his gun inside his shirt when ejecting the shells and loaded from his belt, the pistol between his legs and one hand on the wheel. It was the first air duel on record.

I recently managed to acquire a rare copy of his autobiography, The Incurable Filibuster: The Adventures of Colonel Dean Ivan Lamb. You get some idea of the nature of the man right at the beginning of the book when he tells of his experiences in New Orleans, aged nineteen. Gambling was prohibited within the city so he took a streetcar out to Jefferson County one night. He lost all his money, but not before realising the deck was stacked and the croupier fiddling the cards. He went to a local lawyer friend, who gave him sage advice: ‘Accept the fact you were a bloody fool and learn a lesson from it – don’t go back because they’ll probably put a bullet in you.’ However, next day Lamb did go back, this time with a Colt revolver. As soon as he caught the croupier cheating again he pulled the gun, revealed the swindle and forced them to hand over the pot. He backed his way out of the saloon with the gun in one hand and the money in the other, before he jumped on the St Charles streetcar, gave the startled driver a $100 bill and told him to drive like hell to the end of the line.

Pauline and Dean divorced on the grounds of his adultery in 1930, and Lamb was later accused of misappropriating $30,000 in diamonds and rubies entrusted to him by a diplomat friend in Manhattan. He claimed during a trial that made the front page of the New York Times that he had sent the gems to his sister in Ohio just before her home burnt to the ground. He was acquitted for lack of evidence. Whatever the truth of this, he was certainly a Gatsbyesque figure of the Jazz Age, and at this distance I’m prepared to find his exploits entertaining, although I completely understand why my mother wished to keep her distance. She would have felt his career justified her own mother’s dictum, ‘Don’t stir mud,’ but since childhood I have always found puddles – and the mud they conceal – irresistible. Especially when a good stir reveals a trove of diamonds and rubies.

After the divorce Pauline had married her sister’s widower, Ernest Augustus Hamilton, another American air ace, by whom she had two children. With Douglas Appleyard’s help I traced her children as far as I could but there is no record of them after 2006, while my father’s third sister had a daughter who moved to Belgium, so there may be other Norris cousins around the place. I think my interest in meeting some member at least of my father’s family is understandable, because without it part of my ancestry is extinguished. I have seen a live elephant, a live kangaroo and a live hippopotamus, but besides my brother, a childhood memory of my father and a fleeting glimpse of his brother Max, I have yet to see a live Norris.

I regret not getting to know more of my father’s family, especially as, unbeknown to me, several of them made their homes in Ireland. One evening in 1975 I heard Humphrey Lyttelton on the BBC play a request for his old school chum Maxwell Norris, who lived in Mullinacuffe, Co. Wicklow. He was my uncle, but that was the first I had heard of any of my father’s family being alive. The next weekend I was free I took my Aunt Constance to lunch in Hunter’s Hotel in Wicklow and suggested a drive out towards Tinahely. I stopped various locals to ask the way, to the great consternation of my aunt, who realised what I was up to. I eventually found their cottage and knocked on the door. His wife, Gabriella, answered, and I caught a glimpse of Maxwell, in a blue boiler suit, dashing away down the garden. They were always short of money so perhaps he thought I was one of his creditors.

Gabriella said they were no longer in business selling herbs – I had also discovered that Max wrote on gardening for the Irish Independent and was a celebrated herbalist – so I left without revealing who I was. Just a few weeks later he was out for a walk on a summer evening when a motorcycle came around the corner and flattened him. It took him several hours to die at the side of the road, but that was still long before the ambulance arrived. Gabriella, deeply traumatised, went to Dublin with the ambulance and never returned to Mullinacuffe.

Max had an enormous collection of books which disappeared as word spread and vans started arriving from all over Ireland to raid their home. One bibliophile told me that he had gone down to rescue the books and had found Max’s diaries, which he had then put through my letterbox. But he had got the number of the house wrong and the diaries disappeared, presumably thrown in the bin. I went down again and found the cottage almost in ruins, but did manage to salvage one incomplete handwritten diary of Max’s, which contained reminiscences, one on how dull Sunday was as a boy in suburban London, and another, intriguingly, concerning Gabriella’s sister who, according to Max’s diary, knew the inside story of ‘Anastasia’, who had claimed to be the last survivor of Tsar Nicholas II of Russia’s family after the massacre at Ekaterinburg. Alas, on the details of the story Max remained silent.

Gabriella took a suite in the Burlington Hotel until the money ran out, and was then moved to a council cottage. I got in touch and corresponded with her and she told me of her extraordinary background. Her family were comfortably off, part of a strange Hungarian Protestant minority in Romania. They lived in Odorhei and, while their fortunes had fallen along with the collapse of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, she had still sometimes mixed in exalted circles. She was a skiing champion, and was a guest of Prince Paul of Romania at his ski lodge, while her brother was a good friend of Miklos Horthy, son of the Regent of Hungary. The family were later persecuted by the Nazis before the final straw when everything was seized by the communists. As a result Gabriella developed a neurotic fear and loathing of anything associated with communism.

She escaped to London, where she studied cosmetology and became the make-up artist for the celebrated tenor Richard Tauber, renowned for songs such as ‘Good Night, Vienna’ and ‘Girls Were Made to Love and Kiss’, and lived with him and his wife in his suite in the Dorchester Hotel. She then had the misfortune to meet Max, who took her for a walk across the Sahara Desert and proposed. They married and moved to Ireland, but money was never plentiful.

Years later I went down to Wicklow to do a charity show and, as Mullinacuffe was close by, asked the organiser Paddy O’Toole, a steadfast supporter of mine for the presidency, if there were any locals who might remember Max. He told me there would be someone there in the evening, who turned out to be the old lad who was parking the cars. He knew Max well and said that although a product of the public school system he was a great fellow with no affectations. He confirmed he used to play a lot of jazz music – he had been a friend of Louis Armstrong, who had stayed with them in London when he was over on tour – and also revealed that he was a yoga fanatic and had appeared on an early Late Late Show doing a demonstration.

I only made real contact with Gabriella in 1990, when I traced her and started to write to her. She had become a recluse and she wrote back enigmatically:

Dear Mr Norris,

The histories of some families are so complex that they are more like a ball of wool with which two kittens have been playing and sharpening their nails on for weeks. They remain tangled and impossible to unravel – ever.

It was nearly half-a-century ago when I entered the enigmatic circle of the Norris family, with its unfathomable and fateful mystery …

She was a very determined character and refused to accept any offers of help. She was living in awful conditions and eventually I asked a neighbour to persuade her that a new fridge and bed I had delivered to her had actually come from the St Vincent de Paul charity and that she would be evicted by the council if she didn’t accept these new things. Sometime later I got a call to say she hadn’t been seen for a few days so I went round and saw that she had collapsed and was lying on the floor. She wouldn’t let us in so we called the police and an ambulance, and eventually I had to push a large garda through a half-open window. He got the door open and I went in and introduced myself; something clicked with her, so she would only agree to go to St Vincent’s Hospital if I went with her in the ambulance. I had her house renovated and painted to await her return, but she never did.

I have sometimes been asked if I am a member of the ‘Ascendancy’, apparently because of the tonality of my voice. The answer is no. I am part of the Descendancy. Our family has been coming down in the world since 1169 AD and although in my lineage I can count not just Kings of Ossory and Leinster but indeed a couple of High Kings of Ireland, I am afraid that with me we have attained Ground Zero.

I suppose the fact that I was deliberately deprived of information about one side of my family, coupled with the storytelling of the other side, may have given me my interest in genealogy. However, this interest is purely human and entertaining. My view has always been that we are all descended from frogspawn at the time of the Big Bang, and that if one went back far enough we would find an equal number of princes, paupers, prostitutes and pawnbrokers in every family. I don’t believe that anyone has the right to consider themselves superior because of an accident of birth. As a friend of mine, Pat Landers, once said to me, it’s not the nest you come from that matters, it’s how well and how far you can fly. However, it is fascinating if you are lucky enough – and with the growth of the internet many more people are – to be able to find a thread in the family tapestry and follow it back through history.

That is why, when I was contacted fifteen years ago by the Fitzpatrick Clan Society – who knew of my antecedents – I was delighted to join. Full credit must go to the indefatigable Ronan Fitzpatrick from Tallaght, who organises the clan gatherings. The Fitzpatricks are indeed an Irish clan, and an interesting one at that. The name is widespread in Ireland and many assume it to be Norman, but it is in fact a Normanised version of the much older Irish clan Mac Giolla Padraig. This comes from the Gaelic phrase ‘son of the servant of Patrick’, which refers to a fifth-century princeling who was given by his father to serve as a guide to St Patrick. Naturally the further one goes back the wilder and less credible the narrative becomes, although there is often a grain of truth in what appears the craziest fantasy. In any case, we’re all part of the tribe, or clan, something in the manner of the Knox family in Somerville and Ross’s delightful stories of the Irish R.M., encompassing all the classes and trades but bound together by a clan loyalty.

At the first meeting of the society there was a very nice American family who appeared to have oceans of money and produced an inscribed vellum scroll showing their descent as far back as Noah. They made a very good case to be the true descendants of the ancient Kings of Ossory. It was all great fun as we bowed and scraped and called them ‘milord’ and ‘milady’. Then a most interesting woman said that she was, in the midst of all this royalty and nobility, one of the ‘ordinary’ Fitzpatricks. ‘My folks left the Queen’s County in the early 1840s. They made their way to New Orleans where they worked on the levees.’ She pointed out that a huge number of Irish worked on building these structures, and a disproportionate number were among the 13,000 who died in an ensuing cholera epidemic. However, she was no ‘ordinary’ Fitzpatrick but a senior scientist with NASA with access to DNA-tracing facilities. I rushed forward and offered my veins to be opened and my blood shed in the interest of documentation of the family. However I was spurned because I was only a Fitzpatrick on my mother’s side. I got my cousin David Fitzpatrick, an orthopaedic surgeon, to volunteer some saliva, which was then sent off to NASA in a special container.

We both got a bulky package from the US a few months later. ‘Did you understand that stuff?’ he asked when he rang me. ‘I can’t make head or tail of all this XY sort of stuff and I’m a doctor.’ I told him to look at the last page, where the immortal line rang out about the FitzPatricks of Deerpark, myself, my cousins and one or two others being the last remnants of the ancient, royal and noble house of Ossory.

Some years before, a distant cousin, Denys FitzPatrick, had contacted me through Hugh O’Callaghan, son of an Olympic gold medallist and himself a celebrated athlete, to explore our shared ancestry. Denys was the grand-nephew of Barney Fitzpatrick, Lord Castletown, and became the last man to hold the ancient title of the Mac Giolla Padraig. I visited him in Florida, where he was fêted by the society ladies for his connection to English royalty – he was an ‘unofficial’ grandson of Edward VII through his father, one of the Skeffington-Smiths.

I did a launch for one of Trinity’s campus companies, a genealogy concern called Eneclann, and in return they offered me 500 worth of the firm’s services. I told them I was descended from John Fitzpatrick, the second and last Earl of Upper Ossory (there was a bit of bastardy there too), and asked them to find the missing link to my mother’s family. Most of the records had gone up in smoke in the Custom House in 1921, and the rest became difficult to access when there was a dramatic change of circumstances at the local rectory. But Eneclann narrowed the field down to four likely candidates, of which my favourite was a man called Michael Valentine FitzPatrick, who enters history briefly, and not entirely gloriously, as the proprietor of a dunghill at the rear of no. 3 Coote Terrace, Mountrath. I wrote back to say they could forget the others as I wanted warmly to embrace Michael Valentine since I thought his dunghill was the perfect antidote to snobbery. I told them I would be commissioning a new coat of arms featuring, instead of the order of the garter, a garter of ordure.

Denys was friendly with the Duke of Windsor, who, due to the antics of his uncle Edward VII, was in fact his cousin. He, or rather his dogs, had a bit-part in the Bing Crosby film The Road to Morocco. He told me how Dorothy Lamour was terrified of the lions that had been hired from Los Angeles Zoo, so he offered the use of his two Great Danes and the make-up studio did the rest. Denys was gay, and friendly with a Russian aristocrat called Count Felix Yusupov, who is best known as the man who assassinated Rasputin. Yusupov, an exceptionally handsome man, presented Denys with his jewelled waistcoat, which Denys told me he had lost at a raucous weekend party in New England; but my own view is that he either sold it or pawned it.

On my grandmother’s side, my mother and aunt had occasionally talked about their Stoker relatives, many of whom were medical men (there were eleven doctors named Stoker in the Dublin medical directory at one stage), including Sir Thornley Stoker, who lived in the magnificent Georgian Ely House in Ely Place which is now occupied by the Knights of St Columbanus. The Stokers were also great furniture makers – I still have a lovely early-nineteenth-century cabinet made in Maryborough by my great-grandfather Joseph Creighton Stoker.

The best-known scion of the family, however, was Sir Thornley’s brother Bram, the author of Dracula. When Dracula was made Book of the City a couple of years ago in Dublin, the remnants of the Stoker family called around to my home for tea. After an academic symposium on Dracula, one of his close relatives turned to me and said, ‘Well, that was all frightfully intellectual, and I’m sure terribly clever, but Bram told my father the real story of the origins of that book. It seems he had been reading about Transylvania and the vampires when Sir Henry Irving [the celebrated London actor for whom Bram acted as manager] called by and invited him out for a gut-buster of a meal. Off they went to the Café Royal, where they devoured a mountain of dressed crab and guzzled bottle after bottle of champagne, after which Bram came home and had the most violent gut ache all night. That gave him such awful nightmares that when he awoke the next morning he had Dracula written in his head.’

My grandfather’s family, like many old Irish families, had a strong mixture of Anglican and Catholic blood. It’s a curious and little-known fact that the central stems of most of the old Irish families who managed to hold on to their Gaelic titles and acquire new English ones became members of the Church of Ireland – the O’Grady of Kilballyowen, the McGillycuddy of the Reeks, the O’Hara, the O’Morchoe and the Mac Giolla Padraig. However, the holders of the most romantic titles, the O’Connor Don, descendant of the last High King, and MacDermot, Prince of Coolavin, remained true to the old faith.

In my grandfather’s family this theological mongrulity, as Myles na Gopaleen might have called it, was well known. He had inherited the rosary beads of a famous early-nineteenth-century ancestor, Daniel Delany, Bishop of Kildare and Leighlin from 1783 to 1814. The beads remained in the family and were inherited by two spinster cousins who died some years ago. I phoned the house to make sure they were safe but the Cork relative who was clearing it out said, ‘Oh, those old things. I thought they were a skivvy’s necklace and threw them in the bin. They went out on Thursday.’ It was rather sad to lose such relics, but they were of course quite cheap and unornamented, being from the Penal period. However, although the physical object is lost, his story is still instructive. For Bishop Delany founded both the Brigidine Sisters and Patrician Brothers. When the Sisters celebrated their recent bicentenary, I was invited as guest speaker to talk about the family. I did some research and found I was descended from Delany on both sides of my mother’s family. The story, which I have authenticated, was that Dr Delany’s mother was one of the FitzPatricks of Ossory, but because of the Penal Laws they were in reduced circumstances.

His parents died suddenly and tragically young, whereupon the young Delany was fostered to his FitzPatrick relations in Mountrath, who were staunch Anglicans. Despite this they honoured his father’s dying wish that the son be brought up as Catholic. With the help of some neighbours my antecedents decently and bravely raised the money for him to be educated in France, a risky act for a Protestant family in the Penal times. He became a priest and eventually a bishop.

Over one hundred years later, my mother’s brother, Uncle Dick, had to abandon his education at King’s Hospital in Dublin. It was a brutal regime where the alcoholic headmaster used to wake up the boys at night to beat them, and the neglect and deprivation led to Dick contracting diphtheria. (Fortunately, King’s Hospital is now a well-run school.) My grandparents brought him back to Laois, but when the Patrician Brothers got to hear about this they took him in and gave him a top-class classical education, which ensured he won every prize in Latin, Greek and Hebrew when he was at Trinity.

He studied divinity there and had as tutors Revd Dr Newport White and Revd Sir J. P. Mahaffy. Newport White was the man who came up with the celebrated quip – often misattributed to later figures – when a boorish man approached him in his club and said, ‘I say, old boy, can you tell me where you can take a piss around here?’: ‘I do think I can help you,’ he replied. ‘If you go down the corridor and turn left, you will see a door that is marked “Gentlemen”. But don’t let that deter you.’

To me, Mahaffy was a treacherous character and a frightful snob who had been Oscar Wilde’s tutor in Trinity but who abandoned him cruelly when the heat came on. ‘We no longer speak of Mr Wilde in Trinity’ was his heartless jibe at the time of the great writer’s tragic fall from grace. He took the young Oscar to Greece with him on one occasion, and on his return completed a book about social life among the Ancient Greeks. In this was a chapter detailing the sexual morality of the time as described in Plato’s Symposium. However, when this came under attack from his fellow clerical academics in Oxford and Cambridge, the cowardly Mahaffy suppressed the chapter. So much for intellectual freedom in Trinity in the nineteenth century! However, he was at least partly responsible for Wilde’s renowned wit, the basis for which is quite simple – one takes a platitude and inverts it. A
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