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Blood is going to be its theme. I’ve made that decision long before I shall even begin writing the book. Blood in its metaphysical sense as the conductor of an inherited title, and blood as the transmitter of hereditary disease. Genes we’d say now, but not in the nineteenth century when Henry Nanther was born and grew up and achieved a kind of greatness, not then. It was blood then. Good blood, bad blood, blue blood, it’s in the blood, in cold blood, blood and thunder, blood thicker than water, blood money, blood relations, flesh and blood, written in blood – the list of phrases is endless. How many of them am I going to find apply to my great-grandfather?

I’m not sure if I’d have liked him, and up till now it’s been essential for me to like, or at least admire and respect, the subject of the biographies I write. Perhaps, this time, it’s only going to be necessary for me to be interested in him. And that won’t be difficult. It’s only because I found out that he’d kept a mistress for nine years and, when his fiancée died, married her sister (giving her, incidentally, the same engagement ring) that I decided to write his life at all.

Of course I knew, we all knew, he’d been an eminent medical man, the acknowledged expert of his day on diseases of the blood and Physician-in-Ordinary to Queen Victoria. I knew that for his services Victoria had given him the peerage I’ve inherited, and that he took his seat in the House of Lords in 1896. I knew he’d had six children, one of whom was my father’s father, and died in 1909. But although he was distinguished in his day, an acquaintance of Darwin and mentioned as a friend in letters from, among others, T. H. Huxley and Sir Joseph Bazalgette, although he was the first doctor of medicine ever to receive a peerage – the great surgeon Joseph Lister got one a year later – as a biography candidate I was only keeping him in the back of my mind. In the front of my mind I had Lorenzo da Ponte, Mozart’s librettist. Now there was an interesting history: unfrocked priest, political dissident, philanderer, storekeeper, distiller and professor of music at Columbia University. I could have got trips to Italy out of it and maybe Vienna, but reluctantly I had to give him up. I don’t have enough musical knowledge. Then the letter came from my sister.

Our mother died last year. Sarah has had the job – it’s always the women who get it, says my wife – of sorting out and disposing of or keeping her personal possessions. Among them was a letter from our great-aunt Clara to our grandfather. Sarah thought it would interest me. She even wrote, ‘If you’ve given up the Marriage of Figaro man, why not Great-grandfather?’ I’ve never seen any of Clara’s letters before – why would I? – but I’ve a feeling she wrote a lot. My mother probably once had Sarah’s task of sorting through her father-in-law’s possessions when he came home from Venice to die, found the letter and simply neglected to throw it away.

It makes me feel a bit uneasy, disquieted and at the same time slightly excited, to notice the way Clara, his fourth and youngest daughter, refers to her father not as ‘Father’ or ‘Dad’ or ‘Papa’ but as ‘Henry Nanther’. Odd, isn’t it? Here is this maiden lady, to use my own father’s expression for her, half-educated, who lived a quiet life in London, who never worked for her living and died at the age of ninety-nine, writing to her brother of their father as if he were some acquaintance she didn’t much like. Her letter is dated early in 1966 and must have been sent to Venice. This is what she said:


You always speak of Henry Nanther as if he were some sort of pillar of society and high morality and all that sort of thing. In contrast to you, as you put it. I know you disliked him as much as the rest of us did with the exception of poor George. You will say that if he was a more or less absent father and a remote rather awful figure in the household, that was normal when we were children. But did you know he kept a mistress in a house in Primrose Hill for years and years? I am sure you did not know he was engaged to Mother’s sister Eleanor, who was killed in the train. We had all heard the story of the train, but neither Mother nor Henry Nanther ever said he was engaged to her first, and then took up with Mother when she was dead. They kept that dark for reasons of their own, or reasons of his own. Henry Nanther did other monstrous, quite appalling things, but I don’t feel like telling you about them in a letter. If you are interested you can ask me when you come home in August and we will have a good long talk. But, dear old Alex, you may not like what you hear…


Did they ever have that talk and did my grandfather learn what the monstrous things were? If he did he either didn’t pass them on to my father or my father didn’t pass them on to me. Before he could come home, he was dead. He died in June. But that letter was what fixed me. Sarah was right. I’ve been amassing Henry Nanther memorabilia ever since. Fortunately, he obviously wanted his ‘life’ to be written, and left behind him all the diaries, letters and works of his own he calculated would furnish suitable material. It’s apparent, though, that he took care it included nothing that might show him in any light but that which shines on paragons. And of course there’s not a sheet of paper, a photograph or a diary note among the lot to give a clue as to what Clara meant.

No one is at home but me. The house is empty, as it always is on weekdays at this time. Jude is at the publishing house in Fulham where she works and Lorraine, who cleans for us, left an hour ago. I am sitting in my study in Alma Square, working at what used to be our dining table: a large heavy mahogany affair, six feet long by three feet six wide, its surface marred by greyish blotches and black rings where Jude and I have put down hot plates, under the mistaken impression that the other one had put down the felt underlay before laying the table. Like most people we know, we have given up dinner parties, so I have ‘commandeered’ (Lorraine’s word) the dining table and brought it in here.

Desks are never big enough. Desks are for chief executives in offices who have secretaries. On the dining table, as well as the computer and printer, are: the Shorter Oxford Dictionary and Roget’s Thesaurus, a stack of (fairly useless) printouts from medical Web sites on the Internet, several mountain ranges of photocopied extracts from medical books, medical books themselves, Bulloch and Fildes’ A Treasury of Human Inheritance, Henry’s notebook, three box files of his correspondence, three books from the London Library, which, incidentally, I see are due back today, and a rather sketchy family tree, created by me and full of gaps. My own line, which begins with my grandfather Alexander and ends, for the time being, with my son Paul, is there in accurate detail. My grandfather’s small brother George, who died aged eleven, is there, and so are his four sisters, Elizabeth, Mary, Helena and Clara, but I don’t yet know the names of husbands, children and no doubt grandchildren, and I must hunt for them in the records.

As well as all this are the fifty-two leather-bound diaries, in various colours, designs and sizes, Henry kept from his twenty-first year until a year before his death, his own books, photograph albums and some loose photographs. Letters about him and letters which mention him are on the table too.

He was obsessed with blood. Why? He wrote books about it but he wrote private memoranda too; curious essays that, presumably, no one else ever read in his lifetime. These are contained in a notebook with a cover of black watered silk. One of them – I have it here, it’s the top one in the red box file but like all of them, undated – starts:


I have often asked myself why it should be red and I have asked others. Among the answers given to me has been, ‘Because God made it so.’ If I had never seen it but knew of its existence, its presence and function in the human body, I would have expected it to be brown, a light yellowish-brown. But it is red, the pure scarlet of the poppies that grow in the cornfields and which I remember from my boyhood. One of my children asked me, as children will, what might be my favourite colour. I had no hesitation in replying to her: red. I cannot recollect that I paused to cogitate, to give any consideration to the matter, though I had never previously thought about it. The word ‘red’ sprang naturally to my lips and, as I uttered it, I knew I was speaking perfect truth. Red is my favourite colour. No one knows why blood is red, although its composition is of course known and pigment of this colour is present in it. To me a splash of blood is beautiful and I profoundly lack understanding of those who flinch or even faint at the sight of it.


Not in any way incriminating, though, is it?

A royal doctor who happened to be given a barony would hardly be a suitable subject for a biography unless he was otherwise interesting. He made one important discovery in his own field and thus contributed to the sum of medical knowledge, but he seems to have cured no one; I doubt if he even alleviated pain or would have wished to do so. Is that where the interest lies? Perhaps, rather, what fascinates is not only this obsession with blood but the mysteries and anomalies the biographer comes upon in every decade of Henry Nanther’s life.

I make myself a cheese sandwich and eat a tomato with it. If I intend to have a look at the house in Hamilton Terrace and call in at the London Library on my way, I haven’t much time. The House sits at 2.30 and I remember as I’m finishing my sandwich that I have the third starred question to ask.

This house that Jude and I live in, though far from an ancestral home, was my father’s and my grandfather’s but never Henry’s. His was a huge stucco mansion on the other side of Abbey Road, next door but two or three to the much prettier house of Joseph Bazalgette who built London’s drains and river embankments and not far from Lawrence Alma Tadema’s studio. It’s a mild pleasant sort of day, though so early in the year. I come down into Hamilton Terrace by way of Circus Road and pause on the other side of the street to take a look at Ainsworth House, the name he gave it. Having at one time been divided into flats, it has returned to its single owner-occupier status, the owner-occupier being a multi-millionaire property developer called Barry Dreadnought. Since buying it for three million, he has had the front garden paved with two square boxes inserted as flowerbeds and two enormous white urns each containing one of those spiky red palms. A covered way with plain glass sides and a stained-glass peaked roof runs from the gates to the front door.

I have never been inside. I wrote to Dreadnought last year asking if I could have a look at the room I calculate was Henry’s study but he didn’t answer, even though my letter was written on House of Lords paper. Will we still be able to use the headed paper after they’ve abolished us? I suppose not. I’ve never thought of that before and it slightly depresses me. If they won’t let us keep club rights and computers they’re certainly not going to let us have our paper.

The two sash windows on the second floor on the left indicate Henry’s study. Or so I’ve guessed. There’s something about the house – there was long before Dreadnought came – that troubles me, something unpleasant, I don’t know what it is. Of course it’s ugly, the worst kind of Victorian, but it’s not that which makes me uneasy. I suppose it’s that I sense there was suffering and misery within those walls while Henry and his family inhabited it, though I’ve no real reason to think there was, only a suspicion. As far as I know, Henry was happily married and, in spite of what Clara says, a good father by Victorian standards. I suppose I’m seeking inspiration when I come here to look at Ainsworth House, as I do every so often. Seeking perhaps answers to questions I, as Henry’s biographer, ought to be able to answer but can’t yet. Just the same, I wouldn’t live in that house for all its owner’s cash.

A woman stares at me out of Henry’s study window. It’s the dark unhappy face of one of those domestic slaves who look after other people’s children and send money home for the care of their own. But no, I’m imagining that. Why should she be any different from Lorraine? The millionaire shouldn’t be condemned out of hand just because he didn’t answer my letter.

I take the Jubilee Line from St John’s Wood and get off at Green Park, which isn’t far from St James’s Square where the London Library is. The rest of the way is on foot, through the park and over the bridge, and though I’ve walked this way a thousand times, I always stop for a second on the bridge to look at the view of Whitehall and Horse Guards and the Foreign Office: water and trees and majestic buildings, and the pelicans on their island. At this time of the year the great influx of tourists hasn’t yet begun. It’s an ordinary walk to the Palace of Westminster, not a battle through dawdling crowds with cameras as it sometimes is. Outside the Peers’ Entrance, Richard Coeur de Lion sits on his horse, his sword arm and sword upraised. I always give him a glance and wonder what it was like to go on a crusade, when the rabble of peasant soldiers of Christ thought it quite permissible, indeed praiseworthy, to kill infidel women and their babies and roast them for dinner. The doorkeeper says, ‘Good morning, my Lord,’ though it is twenty-five past two, but, as peers should know when they’ve been here five minutes, it’s morning in the House of Lords until prayers have been said.

I hang my raincoat on the peg that says ‘Lord Nanther’, which is next door but two to the Duke of Norfolk’s, go up the staircase to the Principal Floor and in the Printed Paper Office I pick up an order paper, and there is my starred question: ‘What, in the opinion of Her Majesty’s Government, is the likelihood of the Jubilee Line extension being completed in time to offer public access to the Millennium Dome by 1 January 2000?’

Not being fond of bishops, I stay out of the Chamber until after prayers. It’s always a bishop that says them – there are twenty-four in here and two archbishops, and each does a week-long stint – but these days few of them use the fluting tone associated with the High Church of my father’s youth. I go into the Chamber as part of the great influx from the Peers’ Lobby and take my usual seat in the third row from the front of the cross-benches on the spiritual side. Not strictly the cross-benches at all, they are in the middle, parallel to the clerks’ table and the throne, but an extension of the government area behind their bit of the front bench where the privy counsellors sit. Lord Callaghan and Lord Healey are often seated there but not today. My grandfather sat on the cross-benches on the rare occasions he attended, describing himself as independent and Bohemian. My father and Henry were staunchly right-wing, both of them diehard Conservatives.

When I first entered this chamber at the age of eleven and sat on the steps of the throne as my father’s heir (the Hon. Martin Nanther) I thought the place very ugly, its Gothic ridiculous, its colours crude, especially the kingfisher-blue carpet and blood-red leather benches. The gilding of the throne, almost too dazzling to look at, reminded me of a stage set in the Aladdin pantomime I’d seen at Christmas. Thirty-five years ago Gothic was still unfashionable, taken for granted as being in bad taste. I was particularly scornful of the stained-glass windows, uncompromisingly red, green, blue and yellow. But I was still young enough to like the carved figures of lion and unicorn which serve as finials on the posts at the bar. Now I feel differently, if I don’t quite go along with whoever it was the other day that described the Palace of Westminster as the most beautiful building in London. It is beautiful and I shall miss it when I’m gone. I shall miss giving the unicorn a pat on his polished head when I pass through the gate in the brass barrier we call ‘the bar’, bow in the general direction of the throne and the Cloth of Estate (non-existent, spiritual, a space only, marking the position which the Queen, if present, would occupy) and make my way up the steps to my place. The Chamber is full, for today is the first day of the second reading of the House of Lords Bill. First reading is, of course, a mere formality, so the second reading is very important and feelings will run high. Quite a lot of hereditary peers acknowledge that their day is done, that a man or woman – there are a few women hereditaries – should not have a right to make the country’s laws just because an ancestor helped the king in war or an ancestress slept with him. It’s not this which most of them will dispute, but the uncertainty surrounding what kind of a House will come after them, the brutal talk about ‘getting rid of them’ and the loss of their privileges to eat and drink and smoke in the House and use its library – in other words, their club rights.

But questions first. There’s one about Railtrack and one about nuclear weapons and then comes mine. The Clerk of the Parliaments gets up and says, ‘The Lord Nanther,’ and I say, ‘My Lords, I beg leave to ask the question standing in my name on the order paper,’ but I don’t ask it because it’s printed for all to read on the Orders of the Day.

The minister says there’s no question but that the Jubilee Line will be completed. I’m obliged to ask a supplementary question and this is something that makes a lot of peers sweat, lest the minister pre-empts them and they’re left with an enquiry that’s already been answered. Also you may write down your possible supplementaries as a mnemonic but not read them aloud. When I first came in, I got into a muddle over this and Conservatives began chanting, ‘Reading, reading!’ I resolved never to ask another starred question but of course I did, and then another, and now it doesn’t worry me much. Very soon it won’t worry me at all but by then I shall have been banished.

I get up and ask if the minister is aware that almost the only access to the Millennium Dome will be by tube and bus, and if the opening of the Jubilee Line is delayed attempts will be made to reach the Dome by car, an awkward situation since there is virtually no car parking provided. But I abstain from savagery because, although I don’t take their whip, I’m sympathetic to the Government and almost always vote with them. The minister (an urbane man, shaken by nothing) repeats his earlier reply and adds that the tube will be finished and serving Greenwich North station not just by 31 December but by October. Now it’s open to the rest of the House to ask questions and peers do so, diverging wildly of course from the subject and belabouring the minister with queries as to why the Northern Line is so bad and getting worse, whether the Dome is to be a permanent or temporary structure and when is the Government going to do something about restricting the number of cars in the capital? Every starred question and its supplementaries gets seven and a half minutes to ensure we’re done in half an hour, so we soon pass on to the last one which is about e-mail.

The public gallery is full today, so are the press seats and the places below the bar where peers’ guests sit on the temporal side and their spouses sit on the spiritual side, so-called because the bishops sit there as well as the Government. Reforming the House of Lords is a hot potato, as the Sunday Times said yesterday. I drift off into thoughts about Henry. He was in this House as a Conservative, but it seems he put in few appearances. He made a maiden speech on the subject, appropriately enough, of the contribution of good drainage to health, and seldom spoke in here again. Too busy with his blood quest, no doubt. The armorial bearings, produced for him by the College of Arms, show (I’m not getting the heraldic terms right) castellated turrets in two quarterings, red hearts in two, the motto Deus et Ego or God and I, which Jude says is very bad Latin.

Questions are over and the Government chief whip is on his feet telling the House that while the debate today and tomorrow is not time-limited it would be best for everyone if back benchers restricted the time they spoke to seven minutes in view of the long list of speakers. Reasonable and fair man as he is, he repeats that he can only offer guidance, but he points out that it would be in everyone’s interests if speeches were not unduly extended into the small hours.

‘The time at which the House adjourns tonight and tomorrow night,’ he says, ‘is entirely in your Lordships’ hands.’

Earl Ferrers, who looks everyone’s idea of a general commanding an army, gets up and asks why the chief whip is always asking for restraint. Some noble lords are going to be restrained for the rest of their lives so why should they be restrained on the Bill that is perforce to restrain them?

And so it has begun. Lady Jay, the Lord Privy Seal, opens it with the words, ‘My Lords, I beg to move that this Bill be now read a second time,’ and one after another, from all benches, they put their cases. Peers come and go, leaving quickly and entering slowly, always pausing to give a court bow to the Cloth of Estate. I go out for tea when the debate adjourns, and when I come back again it is a quarter past five and Baroness Young is saying from the Conservative benches that this is one of the saddest days of her political life. The Bill, she says, means the end of the House of Lords and the end of hundreds of years of history. It won’t lead to a chamber with democratic legitimacy, for life peers are just as undemocratic as hereditary peers.

She goes on for a long time in this gloomy way and when she’s finished I’d like to get up and say that if there’s no democracy in this House, and there can’t be in her view since it’s composed exclusively of lifers and hereditaries, the best solution would be to abolish it altogether and we’ll all go home. But I can’t speak since I haven’t put my name down on the list. When I look round again I see that Jude has come into the Chamber and taken her place below the bar. She’s had her hair done and is wearing a very elegant black trouser suit. It’s only a couple of years since women started wearing trousers in here and an even shorter time since the wives of peers did. Trousers are not a good idea on overweight women but, come to that, they’re not a good idea on overweight men, only they don’t have a choice about it. I smile at Jude and she raises her eyebrows and smiles at me and I mouth, ‘Dinner?’ and she mouths, ‘Yes.’

Lord Trefgarne is speaking now, pointing out, very much to the dismay of those who haven’t counted, that nearly two hundred lords have their names down to speak in the two days’ debate. He says that he has no intention of confining his speech to seven minutes and goes on to ask if the Government realize what a tough battle they have to face. It is six o’clock. I get up and leave, pausing to let Jude precede me out of the Chamber and into the Peers’ Lobby. We head for the Peers’ Guest Room and a drink.

‘It’s not as if you won’t all keep your titles,’ says Jude, over her large glass of Chardonnay. ‘You’ll still be called “my Lord” or “your Grace” or whatever and your heirs will still inherit.’ I’m touched by Jude’s attempt to reassure, especially as this comes from the woman who is known as Lady Nanther and ‘my Lady’ only in here, and otherwise spurns her title and insists on being known as Judith Cleveland. ‘I can’t see what all the fuss is about. Half of them never come in here.’

I ask her what she thinks Henry would have said about it. She takes a keen interest in Henry and likes discussing him, even though Paxton Osborne, where she’s a senior editor, won’t be publishing the Life.

‘They’ve tried to reform the House of Lords before, haven’t they?’ she asks. ‘I mean, in the nineteenth century and again in 1911? He wouldn’t have been surprised at the idea.’

‘He died in nineteen-oh-nine,’ I say. ‘He came in here very little but he valued the peerage. Isn’t that why he was so desperate for an heir? All those girls born, one after another, four of them before the son finally came.’

The shadow I’ve sworn I’ll never provoke again passes across her face and I want to bite my tongue or cover up my mouth. But I’ve done it again and now it’s too late. She doesn’t say anything about it, she seldom does these days, she doesn’t need to because the pain is there in the tiny wince and the attempt at a smile. It’s only about five seconds before she’s talking again, telling me of a letter about Henry she’s come across in the biography of a musician they’ve just had come in. She’s even brought me a photocopy of it and as I take it from her I feel a thrill of excitement go through me. It’s just possible I’m going to begin discovering some of the thoughts that went through Henry’s head.
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The letter from the musician’s mother has joined the others in Correspondence One on the table. ‘One’ because it was written when Henry was still fairly young and practising at St Bartholomew’s Hospital. The mother had taken her son, who was to grow up a world-renowned violinist, to Henry expecting a diagnosis of haemophilia on the grounds of his frequent nosebleeds. Here she is writing jubilantly to her cousin of the result of the consultation:


Dr Nanther is a most charming, courteous and very handsome man. He had little to say to Caleb, no doubt understanding that a child of seven, however talented, is without judgement or self-knowledge, but was very gracious to me. In the course of our conversation I told him, as I was bound to do, though with great fear in my heart, of my husband’s uncle who had the Bluterkrankheit or what we would call Haemophilia and died from a haemorrhage at the age of fifteen. Imagine my joy, dearest Christina, when Dr Nanther, explaining with great patience, told me that a boy could inherit that disease only through his mother, never through his father, that, in his judgement, what Caleb suffered was a mere Epistaxis or a chronic bent towards nosebleeds and that he would grow out of it…


Grow out of it, we know from this biography, he did and lived to be nearly eighty. More emerges from this letter about Henry than about the child. He apparently had a highly developed bedside manner. His photographs had already told me he was good looking but not, of course, that he was courteous and gracious. To the mother, very likely a young and pretty woman, he behaved charmingly, while he took no notice of the child.

Henry Nanther was born at Godby near Huddersfield on 19 February 1836, elder son of Henry Thomas Nanther, a woollen manufacturer and active Wesleyan. His mother was Amelia Sophia, daughter of William Pearson.

That is Dictionary of National Biography stuff. Plain unadorned facts. Though his entry states that Henry was the eldest son it naturally makes no comment on the fact that his parents had been married for fourteen years before he was born. These days you come across plenty of couples married for many years before having children but that is the result of careful planning, the woman wishing to succeed in her career, the establishment of a suitable home for a family, and so on. No family planning existed in Henry Thomas and Amelia Sophia’s day. So what happened? Did she have miscarriages – and this is something I know plenty about – or give birth to stillborn babies? Did conception for some reason never happen? Women who worry about their failure to conceive are less likely to conceive than those who are carefree. So Jude was told by her doctor, as if it was conception she had trouble with. It seems unlikely that Amelia didn’t worry, given the times she lived in and the fact that the woman was inevitably blamed in cases of failure to produce children.

At last a child came along. By that time Amelia would have been over her anxiety, for she was past her mid thirties and may have given up the idea of becoming a mother. The baby, to be baptized Henry Alexander, was born at the family home, Godby Hall, a handsome healthy child. Within two years of his birth another son came along, but this one was different. With very little evidence to go on, it’s hard to know precisely what was wrong with William Thomas Nanther, but, given that his mother was in her late thirties at the time of his birth, it sounds as if he was a Down’s Syndrome child. This would be a likely explanation for his being described in Amelia’s letters to her sister Mary as ‘strange’, ‘backward’ and ‘different-looking’. In one letter she writes, ‘Billy looks not at all like either Mr Nanther or me. The village people call him a changeling, which hurts my feelings when I hear it, though I try not to attend to the opinions of ignorant folk.’

Henry Thomas Nanther was the owner of a woollen mill and most of the able-bodied population of Godby worked in it. Rows of back-to-back cottages had been built climbing the hillsides to accommodate the families who had moved there for the sake of certain employment. The Nanthers lived in a big house, built in the Georgian style, a little outside the village; a white stucco building, not particularly suitable for the Yorkshire climate, to the front of which Henry Thomas had added a monstrous portico with a domed roof, supported by eight disproportionately fat columns with Corinthian capitals. It’s still there, or the exterior is, and the interior hasn’t been much altered.

To their credit, Henry Thomas and Amelia kept Billy at home rather than committing him to some kind of institution. No doubt they were aware of just how dreadful such a place would have been, comparable, I imagine, in awfulness to the children’s homes and homes for the mentally ill which still exist in Eastern Europe. Or worse. Henry Thomas was wealthy and, if he and his wife were never quite accepted by the local gentry, they were respected. He was a deeply religious man, assiduous in carrying out his duties as a Methodist lay preacher, and determined to practise what he preached. Perhaps he genuinely believed it would have been wrong to lay the burden of his second son on other shoulders. Of course there was a children’s nurse at Godby Hall and a nursery maid as well as the usual staff of servants. Billy, according to his mother, was good, sweet and affectionate. Down’s children often are. If it was Down’s. It’s equally possible his incapacity was due to a difficult birth during which his brain was damaged by being temporarily deprived of oxygen. We don’t know and now never shall.

In his elder brother’s second year at the day school he attended at Longfield, three miles away, Billy fell ill. As we know from the fate of several of the Bronte sisters whose home, in Haworth, wasn’t far away, tuberculosis was rife in the hills and valleys of Yorkshire in the 1830s and 40s. That it was contagious was not known at the time or, rather, it was assumed that infections came from ‘miasma’, a kind of noxious vapour that rose from standing water and sewage. Why Billy caught tuberculosis and not his brother or his parents is a mystery. Why, after all, did Emily, Anne and Maria succumb to it while Charlotte and their father remained free of infection?

By this time – Billy was five – his mother had become more attached to him than to his elder brother. And this in spite of what she had earlier written to her sister about his strangeness and retardation. His illness drove her to the edge of insanity. The letters she wrote to Mary are rambling or wild and full of threats to end her own life, ‘if the Lord takes my Billy’. Her husband, perhaps because of his business and commitments at the mill, seems to have been less involved. What was Henry’s attitude? We don’t know. He was at school in a village to which he was taken by pony and trap each morning and fetched home each afternoon. Amelia writes that she had been in the habit of driving him herself, at least for the morning trip, but that this ceased with Billy’s illness. Did Henry mind? He must have done. Those drives constituted perhaps the only times he was alone with his mother. Now he had been deprived of this pleasure by the illness of a brother he had always, according to a worried letter from Amelia to Mary, treated with some amount of contempt.

A progressive doctor who attended Billy told his parents that a dry climate at a high altitude would improve his health and recommended Switzerland or the Bavarian Alps. In 1843, in Yorkshire, that was like telling parents today that they ought to take their sick child to the Antarctic or the top of the Himalayas. But no, even that’s not a parallel. Today’s parents wouldn’t find going to Nepal or the far south nearly as preposterous as Henry Thomas and Amelia found the idea of the Continent. Neither had ever been out of England and neither had any intention of going. Instead, Amelia took Billy to the Lake District. If anything, he grew worse and they returned within a fortnight for Amelia to write to Mary that he had spat blood on three mornings in succession.

Appallingly risky as it seems to us today, the two little boys shared a bedroom. It was called the night nursery and Amelia often mentions it in her letters.


I went into the night nursery at first light this morning [she writes], and found both boys asleep, but for the third time this week there was blood on Billy’s pillow, quite an excessive amount. I felt so sick at the sight after I had hoped and prayed there would be none this time, that I thought I should faint. If only Billy would call me or nurse when he coughs and the dreadful blood comes! But he is so good and – oh, imagine it! – would not want to trouble us.


How much of this coughing did Henry hear and how much blood-spitting did he see? Most of it, surely. Remember that he disliked and despised his brother and felt it was he who occupied the prime place in their mother’s affections. Did he know what coughing up blood meant? Probably. There’s no reason to suppose Amelia was discreet about demonstrations of grief. No doubt Henry witnessed this nausea and these near-faintings. He was seven, the age of reason. His brother coughed up blood and his mother reacted as if the world was coming to an end; therefore the blood indicated Billy was very seriously ill and might die. Isn’t it likely that he too looked for blood on his brother’s pillow and when he saw it rejoiced in what it meant?

I’m wondering – and perhaps I shall always just wonder – if this equating of the evidence on Billy’s pillow with the removal of a rival and with a happier future was the beginning of Henry’s passion for blood.

Jude and I went home after dinner. The House sat till ten past three this morning, finally adjourning after Lord Vivian had given statistics about the number of peers who attend the House daily, and Lord Falconer had asserted that changes under the Act would make the place more independent. They’re going on with the debate today. Easter is coming, the House will rise tomorrow until 12 April, and soon after we shall be at committee stage. Jude has taken two days off and we are going up to Yorkshire to take a look at Henry’s birthplace by invitation of the owner.

Jude is nearly eight years younger than I am, which puts her still very much on the right side of forty. Those few years are precious to her because they mean she still has a chance of a baby. Unlike Amelia Nanther, Jude has no trouble conceiving. It’s carrying a child beyond two or three months that seems impossible for her. I’ve a son from my first marriage, Paul my heir, who in his turn has sat on the steps of the throne. If a child comes I’ll be happy for Jude’s sake. I’d like to see her joy and I do sometimes imagine the things she’d say and the plans she’d make and her face lit up with happiness. But I don’t long for a child in the way she does, and in my heart I don’t believe there’ll ever be one. Jude conceived three years ago but miscarried at eight weeks, conceived again and lost the baby at three months. She’s recently been trying a new treatment but it isn’t working or hasn’t worked yet, I can tell by her face. She’s sitting opposite me in the train, on the side where they have single seats with a table in between, and although she appears perfectly healthy and not pale or unwell, she has that set look about the mouth and misery in her eyes that indicate her period has come.

There’s a kind of parallel there with the way women behaved in the 1840s, menstruation being the forbidden subject. Presumably, Amelia had some form of words in which to tell Henry Thomas she’d be ‘unwell’ for the coming five or six days, but her diffidence came from prudishness and female delicacy. Jude doesn’t tell me because she can’t bear to mention it, she can’t use the word, any of those words that mean another month’s gone by and by the time one more has passed she’ll be thirty-seven. I think she believes I secretly mind but hide my disappointment for her sake. No amount of assuring her of my indifference helps. When we were first together and then when we were first married I’d see the box of Tampax lying about in the bathroom or the cardboard tube floating in the lavatory pan, but now she hides the evidence as if she really is living in some past time. The only sign of her period is in her unhappy eyes.

No one is looking at us and I don’t much care if they are, so I take her hand and lift it to my lips and kiss it. Jude has beautiful hands, long and slim, the joints not at all obvious, the nails almond-shaped and always unpainted. Kissing hands is an erotic thing for us – she kisses mine too – and sometimes it’s just a loving thing with a meaning of I’m here and all will be well. But will it? If all being well means a baby, I think it’s more likely to be all being ill.

We take a taxi at Huddersfield station, a rather magnificent Victorian building, and it gets us to Godby in twenty minutes. Rather to my relief – though from the messages and fervent apologies he left behind him not to his – the owner of Godby Hall, a computer tycoon named Brett, has been called away to Bradford for an urgent meeting. His wife, as the au pair who comes to the door tells us, is visiting her sick mother in Scarborough and has taken the baby with her. That, at any rate, pleases me. One of my missions in life is to hide babies from Jude, though I don’t really know whether the sight of one upsets her or if it’s just that I think it must.

Godby Hall is in serious need of painting outside, its white walls and columns streaked with blackish greenish trails where water has spilt down it from the gutters. In Henry Thomas’s day, I suppose it was blackened with soot from factory chimneys. Indoors it’s anaemic-looking, everything painted white, pale rugs lying about on pale woodblock floors, and it looks cold, though it doesn’t feel it with the central heating going full blast. The au pair, who’s German and speaks perfect but heavily accented English, takes us up to the second floor where the day and night nurseries were. I marvel, not for the first time, at the way the Victorians and pre-Victorians placed their children as far away from their own quarters as possible.

I start wishing Jude hadn’t come, it was she who insisted on coming, though there’s nothing in this room to show it was once a night nursery. It’s the au pair’s own room now, one end lopped off to make an en-suite bathroom, but, apart from being rather untidy, it’s as bleak as the rest of the house. The unmade bed has a pink and white duvet bunched up and flung across one end of it. There’s a built-in clothes cupboard and a built-in dressing table the au pair calls a vanitory, its top laden with cosmetics of all kinds, jars and bottles and tubes. I try to imagine where the two beds were and what else might have been in this room. Toys? Books? The equivalent of the ‘vanitory’, a washstand perhaps, would have held a great many medicaments for poor Billy. Were candles in use upstairs at Godby Hall or did they use colza lamps in which coleseed oil was burned? Downstairs, probably, but up here it would have been candles. And now I remember that Amelia refers in one of her letters to lighting the candle when she goes to attend to Billy in the night.

Jude is looking out of one of the sash windows and I join her. We admire the view of green hills and dark woodland and in the foreground the village of Godby, cleaned of smoke deposits and spotless in the icy March sunshine. The wind is so strong that even from this distance we can see the weathervane on the church tower furiously spinning round. The houses that were built for the mill workers look from here as if each one of them has been radically converted into a dwelling for the young upwardly mobile, smartened with Sandtex and brightly re-roofed, a green strip of lawn with shrubs running between their backs. I imagine Henry kneeling up here on a window seat or ottoman, looking at the familiar view and then, perhaps, creeping back to relish the sight of blood splashes on his brother’s pillow.

‘The younger one, Billy, he died, didn’t he?’ It’s Jude asking and she looks sadly at the corner where I’ve suggested his bed might have been. ‘How old was he when he died?’

‘He was six.’

The au pair looks suitably aghast and asks why he wasn’t given antibiotics. To do her justice, she probably knows nothing of any of this and supposes Billy died twenty or thirty years ago.

‘This was a hundred and fifty years ago, more than a hundred and fifty,’ I tell her. ‘There wasn’t a cure for tuberculosis. He coughed and his lungs bled, he got thinner and weaker and in the winter of eighteen forty-four he died.’

‘There were two boys, I think?’ The au pair has picked up a bottle of something off the ‘vanitory’ and is spraying the inside of her wrist with whatever is inside it. ‘What happened to the other one?’

‘He grew up and became the Queen’s doctor – not this queen, her great-great-grandmother – and had six children and was made a lord.’

‘Why didn’t he et tuberculosis?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘If everyone in the nineteenth century who was exposed to it caught it,’ says Jude, ‘there wouldn’t have been any people left in England.’

This is an exaggeration but I know what she means. The au pair asks if any of Henry’s children died.

‘One of them did. His second son.’ I’m nervous of talking about all these children in front of Jude, those that lived and those that died young, but she seems quite tranquil and the sadness has gone out of her eyes. ‘His name was George and he died in nineteen hundred and eight, just a year before his father. But his father was seventy-two and he was eleven.’

The au pair is persistent. ‘Was that tuberculosis too?’

‘Perhaps, but I don’t think so,’ I say. ‘It sounds more likely to have been leukaemia, but it’s only guesswork on my part.’ I suddenly feel nauseated by it all, the room and the knowledge that the boys slept here, and Billy suffered here and died here, and I suggest we go outside and have a look round the garden.

It’s too cold to stay outdoors for long. Besides, everything has changed utterly in a century and a half, which is only what I’d expect. There’s a big oak that was probably a young tree when Henry was small, he may even have climbed it, but otherwise all the trees and shrubs are replacements, and second and third replacements, for the ones that were there in his day. We come indoors again and into Amelia’s drawing room, which she must have crowded with knickknacks and antimacassars and wax fruit under glass domes and gros point cushions, but has recently been furnished by someone who prefers the stark look. The au pair says Mrs Brett has told her to give us a drink and offer us lunch but we’re both so eager to turn this down that we come out with a, ‘Oh, no, thank you very much,’ in unison and call for a taxi on Jude’s mobile.

We get lunch in Huddersfield very late, at nearly half-past two, and decide not to do as we’d planned and stay the night at a hotel in York but to go home on the next available train. We’re going to France for Easter so it’ll be nice to have a few days at home first. Jude takes my hand and says she supposes I’ve noticed she’s got her period. Like her, I count the days and become, for her sake, only for her sake, more and more strung up and alternately hopeful and despairing as the crucial day approaches. Maybe it’s fortunate for both of us that she’s absolutely regular, almost to the hour. Yet even if it hadn’t come, how many weeks this time would she have carried a child?

‘You thought it upset me,’ she says, ‘all that talk about the children and children dying, but it didn’t, not really. It was all so long ago.’

‘A lost world where they order things differently?’

‘Something like that,’ she says as we get into the train.

Henry’s elder son Alexander, the one who didn’t die, was my grandfather. I remember him well and visiting him in Venice. And now, back in my study at the scarred dining table, I think about the two dead boys: Billy, who succumbed to tuberculosis in 1844, and George, who died of some incurable illness in 1908. How did Henry feel when his younger son died? He was an old man, the boy more like a grandson surely than a son. Clara implies that George was fond of his father, at any rate that he didn’t dislike him as the rest of them did, but this may only be a case of the Youngest Child Syndrome, according to which even unaffectionate parents lavish love on the last to come into the family. Henry wrote many learned works on diseases and deficiencies of the blood but, perhaps naturally, never refers among the cases he mentions to his son’s condition. He kept a diary of a sort, that is he kept a bald record of what he had done, read, written and where he had been each day, but there is very little in the entries about his feelings, nothing at all in the later ones. His peculiar writings on blood, the notebook essays, are an almost metaphysical jotting down of his innermost responses to aspects of blood and disease and pain. They remind me in a way of Sir Thomas Browne and Religio Medici.

I haven’t been able to identify any of the cases he mentions or people he refers to. His children are cited but as ‘one of my daughters’ or ‘my elder son’, seldom by name. Even in the notebook with the black watered-silk cover his brother never appears. He seems to have forgotten he ever had a brother and once or twice refers to himself as his parents’ only child.

That he hoped to be the subject of a biography is clear from the orderly way in which he kept every significant (in his view) letter he received and often made copies of his own letters to other people. Very little that is personal can be found in any of them; that, no doubt, is the way he wanted it. Everything he calculated would be of help in the writing of that biography he kept and packed into three large wooden chests. These he left to his elder son Alexander, his only surviving son, my grandfather, making clear in his will what they contained. Probably he thought a Life of Henry Nanther would be written within a few years of his death. Scientists often think differently from the rest of us as to what constitutes a good biography; a dry as dust account of the subject’s work and a few bald details as to dates of birth, marriage and death, suits them best. That this was Henry’s opinion soon emerges from an examination of those chests’ contents. They include a published copy of each one of his learned tomes, as well as papers from other haematologists, some of them very old, which he presumably believed contributed to his own findings.

Alexander was not quite fifteen when his father died. He was at Harrow. The chests remained in Ainsworth House where his mother continued to live with her daughters, or with three of her daughters, the eldest, Elizabeth, having married in 1906. The house was also Alexander’s but Lady Nanther had a life interest and there she stayed until Alexander sold it and bought Alma Villa where I’m sitting now and writing this.

The Great War came while Alexander was at Oxford. A bright boy, he had gone up at seventeen, but a year later he enlisted and within days was in France. Wounded in the first battle of the Somme and again at Mons, he returned again and again to his regiment, miraculously escaping death a dozen times, and came out of the army in 1918 as Major the Lord Nanther and with the Military Cross. He was twenty-three.

A few years later he sold Ainsworth House. His mother moved to Alma Square and the chests went with her. Though never an intellectual, Alexander had worked reasonably hard at school. Now he was utterly changed. Were the things he saw in France responsible? The dreadful sights have been so well-documented, particularly recently, that there’s no need for me to go into them here. Whatever it was that changed him, it was plain to see, plain at any rate for his mother and sisters to see, that Alexander had no intention of returning to the university or pursuing a career or even of taking a job. His father had left him a modest amount of money which, invested, brought in an income rather more than adequate to live on. He went off to live on it in the South of France.

Alexander’s lines, as his parents’ contemporaries used to say, lay in pleasant places. Fate smiled on him. In Mentone he met an American heiress, the only daughter of a pastrami millionaire. The story goes that it was Wrenbury Goldrad who first described pastrami as the New York Jew’s answer to ham. He was only too delighted for his daughter to ally herself with an English lord and winner of a distinguished decoration, and Alexander Nanther and Pamela Goldrad were married in Cannes. They had a villa on Cap Ferrat and became well-known as a fashionable host and hostess, long before such people as Somerset Maugham and various deposed crowned heads of Europe discovered the place.

She must have been a nice woman, Pamela Nanther. I would have liked for her to have been my grandmother, but she wasn’t. She divorced Alexander in 1929 round about the time of the New York market crash. By careful management she and her father were unaffected by the fall and she was able, though under no obligation, to settle a large sum of money on the husband she had divorced for continual flagrant infidelity and desertion. In the divorce court she said she still loved him and wished him well. These statements caused more shock and horror than any of the revelations about Alexander’s other women.

He married one of them, Deirdre Park, and married her just in time. My father was born three months later, in the spring of 1930, the Hon. Theo Serge Nanther. None of your dreary Victorian names for Alexander and Deirdre. They came back to England and lived in this house for a while, presumably because Henry’s widow, my great-grandmother Edith, was dying. After her death there was nothing to keep them in England and they set up house, with the heir, for some unknown reason in Geneva. The chests of Henry’s papers and the rest of the furniture from Ainsworth House remained in Alma Villa, watched over by my great-aunts Helena and Clara. Mary, two years Helena’s senior, had married a clergyman with a parish in Fulham, the Revd Matthew Craddock, in 1922.

Alexander and Deirdre came back to England a few months before the Second World War started and three years later my father began attending St Paul’s School. When he was fourteen his mother ran off with an American serviceman. Hoist with his own petard, Alexander divorced her, married for the third time and he and his new wife departed for Venice. There they lived for the next twenty years on the third floor of a dirty old palazzo on what would have been a back street if it hadn’t been a canal. I stayed there with my parents for a week in 1965. In the following year my father became Lord Nanther when Alexander died of lung cancer. I remember being fascinated, as a boy of ten, by the amount he smoked. I calculated that in order to get through eighty cigarettes a day at five an hour, which is good going, he would have had to start at 8 a.m. and have the last one at midnight. I admired his relentlessness enormously and vowed to do the same myself.

Meanwhile Helena and Clara lived on in Alma Villa, two old ladies who’d missed the chance of marriage because the men who might have married them had been killed in the 1914 war. Occasionally, on a Sunday, I and my sister Sarah and our parents would drop in on them while out for our afternoon walk and they’d give us tea, chocolate cake, Maryland cookies, meringues and no bread and butter. My father was a solicitor, comfortably off but not rich, and we lived in a big flat in Maida Vale. I was grown up before I had any idea that Alma Villa belonged to him, had been left to him by his father and would most likely one day be mine. It was just a house full of old people’s clutter where my great-aunts lived and where one got a better tea than anywhere else.

My parents, my sister and I moved into the house ourselves when Helena died and Clara asked if my father would mind if she left and went into sheltered housing. She lived on for a considerable number of years and died when she was just a few months short of her hundredth birthday. Her nephew, my father, died soon afterwards. By this time, my mother had bought herself a small house in Derbyshire close to Sarah; and Sally and I and our son were living at Alma Villa – with the three chests of documents, copies of learned works and diaries.

Sally despised ‘family’ while being careful to ensure everyone addressed her on envelopes as the Hon. Mrs Martin Nanther. What she would have been like if I had inherited the title while she was still with me I’d rather not imagine. Long before my father died she had left. She was a committed member of CND, went briefly to prison for cutting the wire on the perimeter of a Suffolk missile base, and in the mid-eighties departed to live on Greenham Common and never came back. I haven’t seen her since 1989 but I understand from what I hear about her that in whatever commune or collective she happens to find herself she insists, despite our divorce, on being called Lady Nanther.

At some point after my great-grandmother Edith died (she was never called Louisa, and was always known by her second name), the three chests had found their way up into the attics. No one had ever drawn my attention to them, for in most people’s eyes they had lost their importance. No biographer had suggested writing Henry’s life, but I knew the chests were there and if I ever thought about them it was only to wonder how anyone ever succeeded in carrying them up fifty-six stairs. I even thought they might have been drawn up to the attic window on a pulley from outside. Perhaps they were. Five years ago I lifted the lid of one of them and saw the sombre dark-green and navy-blue bindings of several of Henry’s works, Diseases of the Blood, Haemorrhagic Disposition in Families, Epistaxis and Haemorrhagic Diathesis. We had copies of these works downstairs along with several others and at that time I had read none of them. Quite naturally, it had never occurred to me to read them, believing they’d be beyond my comprehension as, when the time came, they almost were.

I’m running down the stone staircase at St John’s Wood tube station carrying a briefcase weighed down with my great-grandmother’s photograph album: the one I believe is particularly relevant. It’s for passing the time while I’m in the House but not in the Chamber. The down escalator at this station has been out of use for months and no doubt will be for months to come. It’s something to do with the extension of the Jubilee Line which I asked my question about on Monday. Waiting on the platform, I think how good it will be when the line goes all the way through to Westminster. I’ll be able to go to the House without changing. And then I tell myself what a fool I am. I shan’t be there when the line goes through, they’ll have got rid of me.

Today the House rises for Easter and I’m only going in because I want a couple of books from the library but I may as well go into the Chamber and collect the expenses to which I’m entitled once I pass the bar. The debate isn’t very interesting and I’ve nothing to contribute, so I sit there in front of Lord Weatherill, Convenor of the Cross-bench Peers and former Speaker of the House of Commons, and behind Lord Annan and listen for half an hour. The television cameras move from right to left and left to right with their slow steady rhythm, come to the left again and linger on the minister while she’s speaking. Cameras are always on us while we’re in here but you’re only conscious of them for about five minutes on your first day. After that you take them for granted.

When I’ve done my duty I leave the Chamber and go to the library, encountering outside the Bishops’ Bar a very old Conservative hereditary, well-known for voting against women being admitted to the House in 1957. He tells me, sure he’s being very risqué, laughing so much at his own wit that he can hardly get the words out, that since the rise of feminism women no longer menstruate, they ‘femstruate’. I can’t bring myself to join in his laughter or even produce a smile. Jude has come into my mind and I’m suddenly filled with love and pity for her. The old anti-feminist tells me I’ve no sense of humour. I shake my head, collect my books and sit at one of the tables. The smell of the place reminds me of my grandfather Alexander. Peers come in here to smoke and read the papers as much as to work or study something. Visitors aren’t allowed but when they find out about all the smoking that goes on in these rooms they’re amazed it’s permitted in a library. Doesn’t it damage the books? they ask. I don’t know whether it does or not and I don’t mind the smell, though I broke that vow I made in Venice to follow in Alexander’s footsteps and I suppose I’ve had no more than a couple of cigarettes in my whole life.

Great-grandmother Edith, whose elder son he was, recorded a good deal of her life in photographs. Sepia ones up to about 1920 and black and white after that. The first photograph made in a camera was as early as 1826 but amateur photography really became possible in the 1880s with the introduction of roll-film cameras. Henry and Edith were married in 1884 and it appears that she first began taking photographs five years later, using the newly introduced Eastman Kodak box camera with its handy roll of negative paper. One of her first photographs was of her third child Helena at the age of three months in her christening robe. Did she buy the camera here? It seems unlikely. Her cousin Isobel Vincent had married an American in 1886 and gone to live in Chicago, so perhaps the Kodak was a present from her.

That picture is in another album. The one I’ve brought with me contains interior shots of Ainsworth House. A favoured hobby of Edwardians was taking photographs of the insides of their houses, over-furnished rooms kept in immaculate condition by housemaids, and these are mostly of that kind. But several of them are roomscapes with figures and the one I’m looking at is of all Edith’s children clustered together on a sofa in the drawing room. It’s a big squashy sort of sofa, covered in velvet or plush, and the children have been arranged in a human pyramid in the middle of it.

The two eldest girls, Elizabeth and Mary, aged in their late teens, lean over the back, smiling down at their younger sisters Helena and Clara who, though sitting quite far apart, are leaning the upper part of their bodies close together with their arms round each other’s necks. Between them, so that their shoulders and arms and faces make an arch above his head, sits
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