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Foreword

I have written several biographies, though none until now about an individual whom I had met. But I did meet Hugh Trevor-Roper, and came to know him fairly well. Writing his life has therefore been a departure for me.

I first met him at an Oxford party in 1977. He was then sixty-three, and Regius Professor of Modern History, with a worldwide reputation. I was in my early twenties, and a junior editor with Oxford University Press. I had forgotten the circumstances of this meeting until almost thirty years later, when I found in the OUP archives a letter I wrote to him the next day. I do remember that I approached him cautiously, aware that he could be acerbic, but found him surprisingly affable. Subsequently I invited him to lunch with two of my colleagues, which turned out to be a stiff occasion. Only later did it occur to me that he might be shy, causing him to retreat behind a screen of reserve.

We were in sporadic contact over the next dozen years, as I pursued my early career in publishing. I came to know him better in the early 1990s, while I was writing my first book, a biography of A.J.P. Taylor. He granted me several interviews and gave me copies of his letters from Taylor. He also read and commented on my draft typescript. I was grateful that he made no attempt to dictate my account of those episodes in which he had participated, in particular his contest with Taylor to become Regius Professor in 1957. ‘Your version is not my version,’ he said afterwards, ‘but you have every right to tell it in the way that seems true to you.’ He reviewed the book favourably when it was published in 1994. At the Oxford Union he and I re-enacted the debate between Taylor and Trevor-Roper over The Origins of the Second World War (I took Taylor’s part). By this time we had become friendly, and I visited him now and then at his house, the Old Rectory in Didcot. One cold winter morning I arrived to find Hugh and his wife Xandra in a state of agitated distress, as water from a burst pipe streamed down the wall of their dining room, damaging wallpaper and pictures. The plight of this elderly couple, by then both infirm, made a pathetic impression. Though no plumber, I climbed into the roof-space and succeeded in stopping the leak.

At some stage the possibility arose that I might write his life. Until recently I had persuaded myself that the proposal came from him, but correspondence in his archive indicates that it originated from me. (This has been a salutary reminder of the unreliability of memory.) In any case he welcomed this tentative suggestion. ‘I’m not sure if I’m worth a biography,’ he said with feigned modesty, ‘but if anyone is to write it, I should like it to be you.’ We made no formal agreement, but talked regularly about his past, and he offered me glimpses of his dauntingly voluminous archive. He introduced me to his friend and literary executor, Blair Worden, who also encouraged me to write the book.

I last saw Hugh about ten days before his death. He was then in a hospice, and aware that the end was near, but he remained interested in the outside world to the last. ‘What news,’ he would ask, ‘from the Republic of Letters?’ I was never convinced that I was qualified to answer this question.

After Hugh’s death I was given exclusive access to the biographical materials in his archive, then at Didcot, now housed at Christ Church. These include letters, notebooks, diaries and a draft memoir of his early life: a rich mine for a biographer to quarry. The materials in the archive were supplemented by a succession of further finds, including hundreds of love letters between Hugh and Xandra, then married to another man, during their clandestine affair – a correspondence of the most intimate and revealing nature. The letters emerged after Hugh’s death from drawers in both his desk and hers, including a cache discovered in a secret drawer by the sleuth Alan Bell. Another box of letters, this time to his mother, was found by Hugh’s stepdaughter Xenia Dennen at the bottom of a wardrobe when the house in Didcot was being cleared. Perhaps the most miraculous discovery of all was made by a college porter, who rescued more than a hundred of Hugh’s uninhibited letters to an Oxford classicist (together with other treasures) from a Walton Street skip.

Hugh did not like being treated with too much reverence, and often quoted Gibbon’s preference for praise ‘seasoned with a reasonable admixture of acid’. He insisted that I should write whatever I liked, and his executors have given me a free rein. It is nevertheless possible that in writing Hugh Trevor-Roper’s life I may have been influenced by feelings of loyalty, affection and gratitude. It would be false to deny the existence of such feelings. The reader must decide whether they have been a help or a hindrance to my understanding of his character.

In the book that follows I refer to my subject by his first name.* Though I knew him as ‘Hugh’, this is not the only reason. He took the title Lord Dacre when he became a peer in 1979; I felt that it would be awkward to refer to my subject by one name for four-fifths of the book, and then by another for the remainder. There was a further difficulty, in that he continued to write under the name Hugh Trevor-Roper. It seemed simpler and clearer to refer to him as ‘Hugh’ throughout.

There is another policy which may require explanation. A number of people who were important to Hugh are not mentioned in this book: for example, several of those younger friends who enlivened his last two decades. A book which listed all those who played a significant part in Hugh’s life would be tedious to read. In general, I took the view that individuals were as likely to feel relieved as they might be aggrieved to find their names not listed in the index.

The unreformed law of defamation has provided a further restraint. On legal advice I removed or modified a number of passages from my first draft. Informed readers may not be surprised to learn that a high proportion of these were taken from the chapters covering my subject’s stint as Master of Peterhouse.

It has been my experience that historians, trained to be scrupulous about the use of evidence in their study of the past, are as susceptible to gossip as those in any other discipline. In researching this book I have been told certain stories which I have subsequently discovered to be untrue, and others which I suspect of being so. For example, it has been said that as a boy Hugh was not invited to children’s parties at Alnwick Castle, resulting in a permanent sense of exclusion, which manifested itself in a longing for social acceptance. This is one of those theories difficult to disprove; but what I do know makes me sceptical. For one thing, Hugh’s father Bertie was a respected member of local society. After the Duke of Northumberland he was the next person in the locality to own a car. He acted as family doctor to the ducal family, though discretion inhibited him from advertising the fact. So if there were parties for children of prominent local families, then the Trevor-Roper children were likely to have been invited. It is probable that they were not invited to the Christmas parties held at the Castle for the children of estate workers, but if so, this would not have been a cause for grievance. Far from being excluded, the Trevor-Roper family owned a key allowing them private access to the Castle grounds.

Another such legend, easier to disprove, is the story that the historian Lawrence Stone had been Hugh’s ‘fag’ at Charterhouse. Surely (it is said) this is the clue to explain the ‘love/hate’ relationship between the two men? Alas, when you insert the key into the lock, it fails to turn. They did not overlap at Charterhouse: Hugh left the year before Stone arrived. I am reminded of one definition of tragedy, ascribed to Samuel Butler, which Hugh often cited: a beautiful theory spoilt by an inconvenient fact.

There are more such legends. For example, it is said that Oxford University Press had a contract to publish Hugh’s ‘big book’ on the Puritan Revolution, and turned it down. But searches in the OUP archives and in the archives of his literary agent reveal not a shred of evidence to support this claim, and it seems inherently implausible. For one thing, Hugh had an existing contract to publish the book with Macmillan, which was not cancelled until long after he abandoned the project. For another, he had a low opinion of OUP’s history publishing which he expressed frequently, not least in an eight-page memorandum to the Waldock Committee in l967.

No subject attracts curiosity so much as sex. There has been speculation about Hugh’s sexuality since he first rose to notice. A number of those whom I interviewed for this book indicated that they believed him to be homosexual, though when pressed for proof, could produce only second-or third-hand anecdotes at best. Such hearsay is of dubious value. I do not say that Hugh had no homosexual feelings, but I have found no convincing evidence of homosexual activity in his life, not even when he was at an all-male boarding school.

Doubtless some of these myths arise from misunderstandings, or confusion. Others may be malicious in origin; there has been no shortage of those willing to denigrate him. Yet others may have originated from Hugh himself: he was certainly capable of embellishing a story to raise its entertainment value. I have endeavoured to avoid booby traps laid in my path, deliberately or otherwise.

It is now more than fifteen years since I first discussed the possibility of this biography with Hugh. It has been a long journey, and sometimes I have paused for rest. But my subject has been an amusing and invigorating companion, from whom I now part with regret.

Adam Sisman

February 2010

 

 

 

 



* I adopted the same policy in my biography of A.J.P. Taylor, referring to him as ‘Alan’, and I have been amused to note that one subsequent biographer refers to him as ‘Taylor’ and another as ‘Alan Taylor’.




1

Boy

In later life, Hugh Trevor-Roper was sometimes referred to as ‘Roper’. The tale – perhaps apocryphal – is told of a grandee who persistently addressed him as such. ‘Trevor-Roper’, Hugh eventually protested. ‘But my dear fellow, I don’t know you that well,’ came the reply.1

The sting in this story comes from Hugh’s assumed mortification at such a snub. It was a common charge against him that he was a snob, preferring the company of his social superiors, and aspiring to be accepted as one of them. The English upper classes have made a practice of adopting hyphenated surnames, so that both can be retained when a member of one notable family marries another. Calling Hugh ‘Roper’ could therefore be interpreted as a put-down. It perhaps adds piquancy to the story that the forename ‘Trevor’ has plebeian connotations.

In fact Hugh was proud of his Roper origins, which could be traced back to the beginning of the fifteenth century. There is a great ‘Roper Roll’ (a form of family tree) at Nostell Priory in Yorkshire. The Roper family had established their descent from the brother of Archbishop Chichele, founder in 1438 of All Souls College, Oxford; as ‘Founder’s Kin’, they were entitled to claim college fellowships. This hereditary right was abolished by Act of Parliament in the nineteenth century.

In the reign of Henry VIII a William Roper* had married the eldest daughter of Sir Thomas More; and after his father-in-law’s fall and execution had written his biography. The Roper family became guardians of More’s memory, remaining faithful to the Church of Rome for generations, beyond the time when it was prudent to be so. Hugh, who gained a reputation as a scourge of twentieth-century Catholics, was amused by this family tradition. In St Dunstan’s Church near Canterbury there is a Roper Chapel, where (according to him) two priests are obliged to sing regular masses on behalf of the family in perpetuity.

In 1608 William Roper’s nephew John was granted the manor of Teynham in Kent, and eight years later he was created Baron Teynham, after paying the then extraordinary sum of £10,000 for the title.2 Hugh was descended from the Teynhams, via a younger brother of the 9th and 10th Lords Teynham; conscious of this connection from an early age, he was always aware that, were a dozen or so intervening cousins to perish à la Kind Hearts and Coronets, he would inherit a peerage.

The Ropers clung to their faith throughout most of the seventeenth century, but after the Revolution of 1688 they decided that the struggle was no longer worth continuing and conformed to the established Church. About a hundred years later Hugh’s great-grandfather, Cadwallader Blayney Roper, inherited the estate of Plas Teg in North Wales from his aunt, one of the Trevors, a Welsh family of similar antiquity, and took the surname Trevor-Roper to acknowledge both sides of his inheritance. His aunt had earlier married one of the grand Dacres who owned vast tracts of the North of England. The Trevor-Ropers maintained the connection by continuing to use the Dacre name through subsequent generations, long after contact between the families had come to an end.

The principal house on the Plas Teg estate was a magnificent stone mansion, perhaps the finest Jacobean country house in Wales.3 It had been built around 1610 by Sir John Trevor, to a design attributed (without any solid evidence) to Inigo Jones. Charles Dickens stayed at Plas Teg during one of his lecture tours and described his host, Hugh’s great-uncle – another Charles – as a jolly country gentleman: one of a long line. Among Charles Trevor-Roper’s younger brothers was Hugh’s grandfather Richard, who inhabited one of the lesser houses on the Plas Teg estate. Grandfather Richard and his wife had thirteen children, the youngest of whom, Hugh’s father Bertie, was born in 1885. One of Bertie’s earliest memories was of his father being laid on the kitchen table, which had been placed beside the bath, for his tuberculous leg to be sawn off. Hugh’s grandfather did not survive this operation. Eleven years later, his grandmother married again, to her late husband’s cousin Hugh; Bertie’s eldest son would be named after this stepfather. The Trevor-Ropers had a habit of marrying within the family; Richard’s elder brother George, for example, married another cousin, one of his sister-in-law’s sisters.

The senior line of the family was almost severed in 1917, when Charles’s grandson, a soldier, was killed at Passchendaele – but a son was born during the war, inheriting the estate which would otherwise have passed to a cousin under the terms of the entail. This fatherless son, Richard Dacre Trevor-Roper, was a wild boy, expelled from Wellington College for running an underground inter-school gambling syndicate.4 Subsequently he raced cars and was rumoured to have climbed the outside of a skyscraper. In the Second World War, after being cashiered from the Army, he joined RAF Bomber Command, becoming famous as one of Guy Gibson’s Dambusters, a rear gunner known to his colleagues as ‘Trev’. Hugh would often remark that his cousin Richard Trevor-Roper, who was awarded the DFC and the DFM, had been much more distinguished than he would ever be. But ‘Trev’ too was killed in action, over Nuremberg in 1944;* once again, the male line of the Trevor-Ropers had apparently been cut. After the war the estate was sold at auction – bought by the auctioneer, who cut down the trees and built new houses in the grounds, allowing the mansion to fall into ruin once he had stripped out its saleable contents. In the late 1950s he applied to have it demolished, but this application was refused after a campaign of protest. Hugh inspected Plas Teg, then standing empty and dilapidated, and toyed with the idea of buying it, but his wife vetoed the proposal. His brother bought the house instead and, with grant aid, restored it; and though almost two decades later he was compelled to sell it, the house had been preserved from destruction. Meanwhile the surrounding estate, which once had extended to more than a thousand acres, had shrunk to a mere garden.

There was a postscript to this dual tragedy of father and son. Years later it emerged that, on his final posting, to an air base near Skegness, ‘Trev’ had married a local woman. Unknown to him, he had fathered a child: a boy named Charles, who would grow up in difficult circumstances, with only one parent, bereft of the privileges which he might have enjoyed had his father survived. Hugh delighted in this story and befriended Charles, by then running a hotel in Torquay, whom he acknowledged as head of the Trevor-Roper family.

Hugh’s father Bertie chose medicine as a profession. After taking a degree at Manchester University, and qualifying as both a physician and surgeon, he applied for a position as a medical officer in India, but was rejected as a ‘bad life’ because of his asthma – though in fact he would live to be ninety-two. His asthma may also help to explain why he did not serve in the Great War, which began while he was still in his twenties. As a doctor he was unlikely to have been conscripted, and in any case married men were among the last to be called up. In 1910 he had married Kathleen Davison, daughter of a Belfast businessman who had retired to Cheshire. That same year he bought a practice in Glanton, in the Cheviot Hills of rural north Northumberland. Why he and his wife should have wanted to make their lives in that part of the country is unclear. There was no obvious family connection with the area, though the Dacres had once owned a large estate near Morpeth. Northumberland is a Border county, a wedge of English territory projecting into Scotland. From Alnwick northwards it is especially isolated: there England narrows to a funnel not more than twenty-five miles wide, hemmed in by mountains on one side and the sea on the other. Glanton itself was (and remains) a modest village of plain stone houses, most of two storeys, less than ten miles as the crow flies from the Scottish Border, across the looming Cheviot Hills.

In 1912 Kathleen gave birth to her first child, a daughter whom they named Sheila; two years later, on 15 January 1914, Hugh was born, at Glanton; and in 1916 a third child followed, called Patrick and known as Pat ever after. Pat’s second name was Dacre; Hugh’s was Redwald, originally a seventh-century king of East Anglia and apparently a Davison family name. Hugh came to dislike the name Redwald (perhaps because it was embarrassing to a shy schoolboy), and preferred it not to be mentioned. He felt himself to be the least popular of the three children, and Pat, by nature outgoing and amiable, to be the favourite. By the time Pat was born the Trevor-Ropers had moved a few miles east, to the historic county town of Alnwick, where Bertie had bought another practice. Though he retained the original practice in Glanton, and shuttled between the two, working single-handedly without a partner, Alnwick was henceforth the family home. As a boy Hugh often accompanied his father on the short journey to Glanton, and sat in the waiting room while his father saw the patients. In the early days of his practice, Bertie did his rounds on horseback, afterwards on a motorcycle, and eventually by car. Much later, when he had learned to drive, Hugh sometimes chauffeured his father on his rounds.

Hugh did not need to look far for evidence of Alnwick’s dramatic history. It is a medieval town, with cobbled streets, narrow alleys and handsome stone buildings. Fortified gates and fragments of surviving wall provide clues to a violent past. In 1424 the Scots sacked Alnwick and set it alight. A stone memorial outside the walls marks the site where a Scottish king was killed during a siege. Dominating the town is a Norman castle, one of the largest in England, stronghold of the Percy family for the past seven centuries. The Percys became the most powerful barons in the North, at war with the Scots for generations. The most famous of them, known as Hotspur, was brave to the point of recklessness; it was this Hotspur whose qualities Shakespeare contrasted with those of the young Prince Hal. In the eighteenth century the Percys acquired the defunct title of Dukes of Northumberland; they adapted the castle for a more peaceful age, and enclosed their now picturesque estate with a wall, more suited to keep out trespassers than armed raiders.

The Trevor-Ropers lived in that part of the main street of Alnwick known as Bondgate Without, because it was outside one of the old town gates (the part inside is known as Bondgate Within). Their house was a substantial stone building (now a small hotel), large enough to be used as a surgery as well as a home. All four local doctors were clustered along a stretch of Bondgate Without known locally as ‘the Doctors’ Mile’, and each worked in turn at the local infirmary, a short distance further out of town. Bertie Trevor-Roper also served as a Medical Officer of Health, both within Alnwick itself and the surrounding countryside. It seems that he was successful in his profession, sought out by wealthy and titled patients, including the Percys, though the fact that he was treating them was kept confidential. After the Duke, Bertie Trevor-Roper was the next person in the district to own a car, a black Ford. Poorer patients often turned up at the kitchen door, hoping to be treated free of charge. The Trevor-Ropers kept a housemaid who lived in a small room at the top of the house, and who doubled as a receptionist for the surgery, answering the doorbell. To kitchen-door patients she offered a doorstep diagnosis, sending them away if she judged the problem to be a minor one, with the comment that ‘the doctor is too busy to see you’.

In an obituary written by a colleague, Bertie Trevor-Roper would be described as a good surgeon and a kind physician, always affable and generous and never censorious or self-pitying, with an enviable dry wit.5 To his sons, however, Bertie exuded the air of a man thwarted by life. Elegantly turned out in trilby and country suit, he was to them a distant, reticent figure, who seldom spoke to his children. He took no part in the conversation at meal-times. Even when they rode with him in the car on his rounds he discouraged chat. (One reason may have been that he was having affairs; the children noticed that they had to wait a long time outside when he was attending to certain attractive female patients.) He maintained that he would converse with them once they reached the age of reason, which he put at sixteen, but by then it would be too late: they had nothing to talk about. As was usual at the time, the children addressed him respectfully as ‘Father’, just as they addressed Kathleen as ‘Mother’. Because of his remoteness Bertie seemed to his three young children intimidating, even frightening, though he was never harsh or cruel. On the contrary, his photographs suggest a gentle, rueful character. Later his grandsons would find him relaxed and fun. Hugh eventually decided that his father had contracted out of parenthood. Bertie can have had little experience of his own father, who had died while he was still an infant. On the other hand, the fact that he named his eldest son after his stepfather suggests that he and the older Hugh were at least on amicable terms.

Neither of his parents seemed to Hugh to have any intellectual or cultural interests, certainly none that they shared with their children. The only books that Hugh could remember his father reading were on horse-racing. Aside from his profession, the Turf was Bertie’s chief interest in life. He took the family to race-meetings across the North of England and southern Scotland, including the point-to-points of the various hunts. In due course Hugh became interested in racing himself, though it never absorbed him as it did his father. Bertie was a gambling man; as well as betting on horses, he and Kathleen spent evenings at the roulette tables in the casino at Monte Carlo, on winter excursions to the South of France, from which the children were excluded. At weekends the family sometimes drove into Newcastle for lunch at Tilley’s smart tea-rooms in Blackett Street. Hugh discovered an antiquarian bookstall in the market, which yielded many treasures. Family holidays were taken in the late summer at a cottage near Howick on the Northumbrian coast, a few miles north-east of Alnwick. Bertie stayed behind to work, joining them at weekends.

According to Hugh, there was never any sign of intimacy between his parents. His mother Kathleen was rigidly conformist, lacking in humour, and cramped by what seemed to Hugh in retrospect a stifling class-consciousness and accompanying sense of decorum. She never hugged her children, and refused to allow them to mix with those she considered to be their social inferiors, not even their neighbours. They were forbidden to invite home the daughter of the lawyer who lived opposite, for example, even though she took lessons with Sheila. The Trevor-Roper brothers remembered sitting on the garden wall, gazing down at the local children playing in the street. Their society was confined to the offspring of their parents’ friends, almost exclusively in the Glanton area. The ‘Alnwick people’ were shunned. Though the genteel seaside resort of Alnmouth, only a few miles downstream from Alnwick, was frequented by the families of well-to-do businessmen not unlike Kathleen’s own father, they never went there: to mix socially with such types was ‘inappropriate’.

Until social barriers began to crumble in the 1960s, class ‘distinction’ in England to a large extent dictated how individuals would relate to each other – or more often, not relate to each other. These barriers were high walls that were scaled only rarely, with the help of beauty, talent or cash, or in exceptional circumstances such as in wartime. Most people remained confined within the class they were born into – particularly in the countryside, where the status of the upper classes was displayed by their possession of land and grand houses. The Trevor-Roper family occupied a precarious position, straddling one of these barriers. Bertie came from a background of faded gentry, a family dispossessed of most of its lands and therefore on the slide. His role as a country general practitioner gave him access to the great houses of the area, and the confidence of their inhabitants; but his status remained that of a middle-class professional. Bertie seems to have been indifferent to his plight; but to Kathleen it mattered desperately. While despising the lethargic Trevor-Ropers, she was determined to assert their family claims at every opportunity.

Hugh was dragged to children’s parties in country houses, which he found boring, indeed loathsome. At one of these parties, in the festive season, a man dressed as Father Christmas was taking presents off a tree lit with candles; utterly bored, Hugh was facing the other way when he became aware of a commotion behind him. He turned to see Father Christmas engulfed in flames, his red flannel costume ablaze. The children were hurried out of the room and taken home by strangers. Nothing was said about the incident, but over the next few days and weeks neighbours and other adults he encountered when out on walks with his nanny would ask after his father, whom the children had not seen since the party. Hugh gradually came to the conclusion that Bertie had been the burning Father Christmas, and, though denied by his mother, this was eventually confirmed. It was a long time before his father returned home from hospital. What was so unnatural about this episode was the silence surrounding it, as if it were an embarrassing incident to be kept quiet.

Adult behaviour seemed bewildering, governed by rules that were never explained. Perhaps in response to such mystification, both Hugh and his brother would develop a thirst for truth, seeking rational answers to problems, believing that these could always be found if one sought them in the right place. Truth was simple, but people complicated it. When Hugh remarked innocently, ‘I worry a great deal how it is that babies are born,’ his horrified mother ran out of the room. Theirs was, the two brothers would subsequently agree, a grim household, without warmth, affection, encouragement, spontaneity or natural feeling of any kind. Expressions of emotion were unwelcome. Conversation was discouraged. Enquiries were rebuffed with the standard reply, ‘Curiosity killed the cat’.

Starved of affection, and even of attention, Hugh became a very abstracted child, lost in thought much of the time and unheeding of those around him. He did notice, however, how much more agreeable other people’s parents were to him than his own, and took this to be the general rule, commenting to his sister Sheila that on the whole parents disliked their own children and preferred other people’s. After some discussion the two of them reached the conclusion that this could not be true; presumably parents merely pretended not to like their own children, for obscure adult reasons.

Looking back, Hugh saw his early childhood as a dismal period. Perhaps he did not see it as such at the time because he had nothing to measure it against, but when jovial adults asserted that this was ‘the happiest time of your life’, he contemplated the future with pessimism – though he also wondered if he might not remain a small boy for ever. For a while he suspected that children were a servile class, kept in perpetual subjugation by the promise that one day they would become the masters. He saw no empirical evidence that children grew up into adults, and speculated that the whole thing was a myth, a conspiracy to keep them down. He looked forward gloomily to a life of dreary servitude.

He was a solitary boy, frail, reserved and awkward in company. This was accentuated by his short-sightedness, which compelled him to wear spectacles from an early age, making it hard for him to participate in team games, for which he never showed the slightest aptitude. Anyway he had few friends, and none within easy reach. He found solace alone, in reading and thinking. To protect himself from ridicule he developed a shell of self-mockery: one that hardened, and endured even when he no longer required its protection. Not all the privations of childhood could repress his innate sense of fun, however. Hugh had little in common with his bubbly older sister, whom he would later dismiss as ‘a flibbertigibbet’, and his brother was too young to share many of his interests; even so, the three of them perforce spent much of their time playing together. They produced their own magazine, entitled Ogo Pozo. Hugh also wrote several fully scripted plays in doggerel verse, which the three of them (‘The Roper Dramatic Company presents …’) performed before an adult audience, showing a professional attention to detail, right down to handwritten programmes, with a list of the cast in order of appearance (each child of course taking several parts), a description of each scene, and a mocked-up advertisement for a local café.

Sheila was a keen horse-rider from an early age, and in due course Hugh took lessons from a local spinster who kept stables; he became an enthusiastic though inexpert rider, somewhat accident-prone. He went fishing on the River Till or the River Aln within the Castle park, to which the family had their own key, allowing them private entry. Hugh also took long walks and bicycle rides, exploring the surrounding countryside and decoding its history. For an imaginative child, evidence of the past was everywhere in Northumberland: in prehistoric hill forts; in the defensive barrier of Hadrian’s Wall, northern boundary of the Roman Empire, some of it still intact two thousand years after the Romans had left; in the ruined abbeys – most romantic of all, the abbey on the Holy Island of Lindisfarne, abandoned by the monks in the eighth century when the Vikings came; in the imposing castles of Bamburgh and Dunstanburgh, built on outcrops of rock projecting into the sea; in the Pele towers to be found scattered throughout the county, small fortified keeps which provided a secure retreat during raids; in the deserted hamlets and farmsteads; and in battlefields such as Flodden, where in 1513 one of the Dacres had played a prominent part in the devastating defeat of the Scots. Until the Union of the two kingdoms Northumberland had been part of the ‘Debatable Land’, the Border area claimed by both England and Scotland and fought over for centuries, the very landscape soaked in blood.

Hugh was born too late to remember the Great War, as it was then known, though one of its effects was obvious to him as a child: a shortage of young men, and a corresponding preponderance of widows and unmarried women. As well as the immediate family, the Trevor-Roper household comprised a cook, a maid, a nanny and a governess. The children did not eat with their parents, but took their meals with the nanny and the governess, both Scottish. The latter was a Miss Amos, daughter of a Presbyterian minister, who lived nearby with her two sisters, both also unmarried. It seems that she was an excellent teacher who made lessons enjoyable. Hugh never forgot his excitement at learning to read, and at the realisation that doing so opened up a world infinitely larger than the narrow confines of the nursery. Reading remained one of his principal pleasures throughout his life, until he was too blind to continue. He devoured the few books in the house indiscriminately, absorbing esoteric information from an early Victorian encyclopaedia in three volumes that he found slumbering on an upper shelf. He learned how to identify the constellations of the stars, how to deduce the distance and diameter of the moon, the dynasties of the Pharaohs of Egypt, the Kings of Assyria and Babylon, and much else. His erudition evidently did not go unnoticed in the family. At the end of a letter to his mother (then away on holiday) he signed himself ‘Professor H.T-R.’

One of the first books he read was called Line Upon Line, the Bible story in simple language; and following this he was made to learn some hymns and two psalms from the Book of Common Prayer, becoming, as he later put it, ‘thoroughly grounded in Christian orthodoxy’. He pressed Miss Amos for an explanation of the sentence ‘He did not abhor the Virgin’s womb’, but found her replies disappointingly evasive.

Bertie Trevor-Roper showed no interest whatsoever in religion, but his wife conformed to the Church of England, insisting that her children went regularly to Sunday services. These were conducted by the local vicar, who was also Archdeacon of Lindisfarne, and dressed accordingly in shovel hat and gaiters; he attended obsequiously on the ducal family. Red-nosed and toad-like, he delivered unctuous sermons. To Hugh, the service was a meaningless ritual; his mind was occupied by the prayer book to be found in each pew, containing tables which allowed the reader to compute the date of Easter for any given year, and other important dates in the ecclesiastical calendar. Hugh passed the time in such calculations. There were also bibles which confidently listed the dates of events mentioned in the Old Testament. The Archdeacon’s fruity voice went unheard as Hugh memorised these dates and attempted to reconcile them with the Assyrian and Babylonian chronologies he had absorbed from the family encyclopaedia.

The three children became devoted to their governess, despite her habit of rapping them on their fingers when they made a mistake; in their adult years they often visited her at the houses she shared with her sisters, first in Alnwick, and afterwards in Alnmouth, where they were always greeted with the affectionate welcome so lacking from their parents. As a boy Hugh would bring back flowers he had gathered from the hedgerows and shells he had picked up from the beach to present to Miss Amos; she would identify these and encourage him to bring her more. From his governess he learned the names of plants, animals and birds; this was the beginning of a lifelong interest in nature. In particular he learned to love the landscape of Northumberland: its hills, its rivers, its bare moors and secret valleys, and its dramatically beautiful coastline. Here the sun can burst through the cloud on even the most dismal day, revealing huge skies and dramatic views across hedgerows, undulating fields and desolate moorland. Even at the end of his life, when he had become too blind to make out his surroundings, the Northumberland countryside remained vivid in his mind.

In May 1923, soon after his ninth birthday, Hugh was sent to board at a preparatory school near Matlock in Derbyshire, Stancliffe Hall, a large, ugly house built by a Victorian engineer as his home. Bertie would have been content for him to go to the Duke’s School in Alnwick, but as usual Kathleen’s ambition for her sons triumphed. In order to maintain one’s place in the social hierarchy, correct schooling was necessary. Why she should have chosen this particular school, almost two hundred miles to the south, rather than one of the much nearer schools in North Yorkshire favoured by the local squirearchy, is unknown, the only clue being that one of Bertie’s distant relatives had attended Stancliffe Hall some thirty or forty years earlier. Private schools vary in quality: what was a good school in one generation may not be so good in the next, and vice versa. So far as Hugh was concerned, this one was an early-twentieth-century version of Dotheboys Hall.* Its long corridors stank of slop-pails and stale fish. The dormitories were even more unpleasant, Hugh’s particularly so as the boy in the next bed was incontinent. Despite the boys’ protests, the slovenly dormitory maids wiped out the ‘jerries’ and the tooth-glasses with the same rag, so that the latter always smelt of stale urine. When there was an outbreak of influenza in the school, the Matron ladled out doses of ‘Scott’s Emulsion’ to all sixty boys, using the same spoon, which was never washed from the first spoonful to the last. The food was unpalatable. At lunchtime the boys would be served cold mutton, consisting almost entirely of solid white fat, or smelly blue meat, full of tubes, which they knew as ‘cat’s meat’. Tea was presided over by a squat, middle-aged master with a sneering, cynical voice known to the boys as ‘Twitch’, an elaboration of his initials ‘TWH’. The whole school assembled in the hall, organised by forms. On a table in the centre was an enormous tea-urn, serving tea so hot that it had to be diluted with cold water, and a large pile of buttered bread. Twitch would invite the boys to advance and take a slice, beginning with the top form; if any remained after the last boy in the lowest form had gone up, the ritual was repeated; but boys in the lowest form were seldom offered a second helping.

One of Hugh’s earliest experiences at Stancliffe Hall was of being hurled into the swimming pool and ordered to swim. This was a skill he had yet to acquire. He floundered desperately to the side, and clung to the rail until rescued.

On arrival, Hugh had been placed automatically in the lowest form, and was shocked to find himself in the company of boys who could not read. He wrote to his parents complaining about this, with the result that he was suddenly moved up several forms, but it made little difference. In three terms at the school he learned nothing, except the names of the Judges and Kings of Israel down to Zedekiah.

Discipline was enforced by the Headmaster, Colonel Bedford-Franklin, with his cane. A more immediate threat was the slipper wielded by the most senior boy in Hugh’s dormitory. As punishment for any behaviour that this junior tyrant considered impertinent, he would inflict a beating on the bottom, which might entail as many as seventy-five strokes. One such beating was enough for Hugh; afterwards he lay silent as a mouse in his dormitory bed, listening to the dreary churchbells of Darley Dale, which always seemed to toll their most doleful sequence at bedtime.

There was a bully in the school called Jones, accompanied everywhere by an acolyte who assisted him in persecuting other boys. This pair soon identified Hugh as easy prey. One day he was approached by these two and politely asked if he would participate in an experiment. Naïve and anxious to please, Hugh readily agreed, and metal terminals with wires leading from them were placed in each of his hands. At the press of a button he was convulsed by an electric shock, so powerful that he found it impossible to release the terminals: the greater the pain, the tighter his hands gripped them. The two bullies laughed as Hugh danced in agony.

The spiritual needs of the boys were attended to by a local clergyman, who conducted services in the school chapel. One of his sermons described two boys walking together along a country road, discussing the existence of God, which one maintained and the other denied – until God himself terminated the dialogue with a thunderstorm, causing a tree to fall on the head of the infidel. Hugh did not find himself convinced by this example, especially after he had put it to what he described many years later as ‘a simple empirical test’. His faith shaken, he decided to give God a second chance. He longed for a triangular Cape of Good Hope stamp to make good a deficiency in his collection, so he tore an ordinary 2d stamp to shreds and placed it under his pillow before going to bed, and prayed fervently for it to be changed into an intact stamp of the kind he coveted. The next morning, he groped eagerly under his pillow to verify the miracle. ‘I was disappointed, of course, at what I found there; but I accepted, without flinching, the intellectual consequences of my experiment, and that morning God was silently dropped from my universe, to which he has never returned for more than brief and temporary visits.’6

Stancliffe Hall was too far from Northumberland for Hugh to go back and forth easily, so he remained at school during half-term holidays. The mother of another pupil took pity on him and invited him home on one occasion, but she did not take to him, describing him afterwards as ‘smug’. Perhaps this was a mask for unhappiness. His brother later described Hugh as having been ‘miserable beyond belief’ at Stancliffe Hall. Looking back on his time there when he was nearly thirty, Hugh decided that this had been the most wretched period of his life.7

Even so, his spirits were irrepressible. His letters home were illustrated with comic sketches, a habit which remained with him all his life, and enlivened by comic verse of his own composition. At Stancliffe Hall he produced his first book, Trevor-Roper’s Bible of Ghosts – apparently very popular with his fellow schoolboys – which subdivided ghosts into their genera and species, with full descriptions and illustrations. In adult life he could only remember the Skittywakky Ghost, which issued out of mouse-holes and wore elaborate headdresses, like Queen Mary.

Back in Northumberland for the Christmas holidays, Hugh collapsed during a bitterly cold bicycle ride. After staggering home, he was sent to bed. His return to school was repeatedly postponed, pending his recovery, until he had missed the whole spring term. No one ever explained what was wrong with him, though his sister told him that she had overheard the words ‘rheumatic fever’. During his convalescence his mother took him to Cornwall for a holiday. By May he had at last recovered enough to be sent back to Stancliffe Hall for the summer term. Afterwards, when he returned home for the holidays, he was informed that he would not be going back there for the next school year; he would be sent instead across the Scottish Border to a new school, Belhaven Hill, in Dunbar. Hugh was very distressed at this news and broke down in tears; his parents, aware of how unhappy he had been at Stancliffe Hall, could not understand why. The reason was quite simple. Not knowing any better, Hugh assumed that all schools were the same: they were prisons, where one had to serve out one’s term. He had learned how to endure one prison; moving to another meant having to start afresh. Fortunately his new school proved very different.

Belhaven Hill is now established as one of the most prestigious preparatory schools in Britain, but in September 1924, when Hugh arrived there at the age of ten, it had been in existence only four terms and had fewer than thirty pupils. The school had recently moved into the building it still occupies, a Georgian house with projecting bays at each end, just outside Dunbar, twenty-eight miles east of Edinburgh. The house commanded views of the sea, and at night the boys could often hear the eerie sound of the foghorn on the Bass Rock, out on the approaches to the Firth of Forth, its wailing borne down on the wind as this beat against the dormitory windows. The school was run as a partnership by two young bachelor masters, Brian Simms and Wilfrid Ingham, who between them did all the teaching. According to Hugh, Simms was a kindly man who ran the school well and discouraged bullying, though other pupils remember him as formidable and as a stern disciplinarian. During the war he had been a conscientious objector, a sign perhaps of determination and strength of principle; later he became a clergyman. Ingham, known to the boys as ‘Bungey’ on account of his springy step, was more unpredictable, and liable to lose his temper. The boys speculated that, having served during the war in South-West Africa, he was used to beating up natives and had found it hard to curb this habit. Exasperated by Hugh’s incompetence on the playing field, Ingham once hurled a football boot at him in the changing-room. But in class Hugh was Ingham’s favourite, held up to other boys as a model.

Both Ingham and Simms seem to have been diligent and effective teachers. Under them Hugh learned Latin and Greek to a high standard, as well as studying all the other usual subjects, including French, which he had already begun to learn with Miss Amos. Simms taught history by making the boys learn by heart the Kings and Queens of England, their dates, and the principal events of their reigns – perhaps not the most interesting method, but one which provided a framework for future study.

Another important person at the school was the Matron, Miss Rutherford, known to the boys as ‘Miss R’; she presided over high tea, and afterwards told stories which were very popular with the boys, almost all of whom were Scottish. The gist of these was always the same: the superiority of the Scots over the English. The Union between Scotland and England in 1707 remained a subject of sentimental regret more than two centuries later. In class, Lord Belhaven’s lament for Scottish independence was held up to the boys as a model of classic eloquence.

It is hard to believe that Miss R’s homilies did not provoke a reaction from Hugh. In later years he described being surrounded at Belhaven Hill by xenophobic Scottish boys uttering the ritual incantation of ‘Bannockburn’.8 His letters home contained plenty of cracks against the ‘Scotch’ – ‘shows the ignorance of the Scotch’, reads one of them – suggesting that he expected these to be received well by the Trevor-Roper household. Pat soon joined Hugh at Belhaven Hill. By school convention first names were never used, so that even the two brothers addressed each other by their common surname.

On Sundays the boys were segregated, according to whether they attended the Scots or English Church, i.e. Presbyterian or Episcopalian. Hugh, unaware of the difference, plumped for ‘English’. One sermon from that time remained in his memory, given by the Bishop of Edinburgh, who suggested, in passing, that the British Empire might not last for ever. To the schoolboy Hugh, accustomed to seeing a map hanging on the wall showing a large proportion of the world coloured red, the idea seemed absurd.

Conditions at Belhaven Hill were Spartan by modern standards. The day began at 7.00 a.m. with the sound of the school bell. The boys, wrenched from sleep, queued shivering for a bath, usually cold but hot twice a week. Pupils dressed in knickerbockers except in high summer, when grey flannel shorts were allowed. Bathtime was followed by fifteen minutes of physical training; boys who failed to perform to the required standard were dispatched to run around a gravel path. After breakfast came a further period of outdoor exercise and then morning prayers, followed by lessons, which commenced just after nine o’clock. All the senior boys shared one lavatory, outside in the stables. As there was no electricity in the building, the school was lit by gas. When asked by an anxious prospective mother how the dormitories were heated, Simms replied that when it was really cold, Matron would light the gas lamps half an hour before the boys went to bed, and this sufficed.

At weekends Ingham led the boys on walks into the countryside and along the seashore, welcoming Hugh’s curiosity about plants, animals, birds and marine life, just as Miss Amos had done. Every afternoon of the summer term, whatever the weather, he marched the whole school down to Belhaven Sands, and would swim out to sea before floating on his back, to keep an eye on the boys inshore. On Saturdays this excursion was extended to include a picnic of sandwiches and ‘pop’, sprawled among the sand dunes.

On Sunday evenings Simms read aloud to the boys, adventure stories such as Alexandre Dumas’s The Three Musketeers or Conan Doyle’s ‘Brigadier Gerard’ stories. Hugh supplemented these with his own reading: the historical romances of Baroness Orczy, for example. In one letter to his mother Hugh asked whether a copy he had ordered of The Lost World had arrived; in another he mentioned that he was reading Dr Dolittle’s Post Office (then only recently published).9 There was a small library at the school, which Hugh, encouraged by Ingham, ransacked for novels, history and natural history in particular. Some of this reading, Hugh subsequently decided, was premature: he acquired a set of Theodor Mommsen’s multi-volume History of Rome, which even Ingham thought was carrying his zeal for learning too far. He read several of Dickens’s novels far too early to understand or appreciate them, with the unfortunate result that he never returned to Dickens later in life. But the historical novels of Sir Walter Scott absorbed Hugh, set as many of them were in the Border country between England and Scotland; and Scott’s Tales of a Grandfather provided him with a highly coloured introduction to the history of the region up to the time of the ’45 Jacobite Rebellion. Robbery, blackmail, raiding, arson, livestock-rustling, kidnapping, murder and extortion had been rife throughout the Debatable Lands. ‘Reiver’ families such as the Armstrongs and the Scotts roamed the wild moorland of the Borders, often in bands of marauding horsemen; while ‘Warden’ families such as the Buccleuchs and the Dacres maintained frontier garrisons and tried to enforce the rule of law. This was history dramatic enough to excite any schoolboy, a turbulent past still echoing in the landscape around him.

In the less restrictive atmosphere of Belhaven Hill, Hugh began to relax, and a mischievous, subversive side to his nature emerged, which would lead him into later indiscretions. He wrote his own magazine, Bathos, a skit on school life, illustrated with his own comic sketches and enlivened by his comic doggerel, in the style of Belloc’s Cautionary Tales. One such poem ostensibly described the frolics of prehistoric animals, in a manner which transparently lampooned aspects of the school. Bathos proved too subversive for the Headmaster, who banned the magazine after its first issue.

In 1927, aged thirteen, Hugh was taken by his mother to London – his first visit – to sit the scholarship examination for Charterhouse, alongside another Belhaven Hill boy called Goode. Soon after their return to Belhaven it was announced that both* had been elected junior scholars at Charterhouse, and a third boy had won a scholarship to Eton. The whole school enjoyed a half-holiday in celebration.

Years afterwards, Hugh mused on Wordsworth’s belief that after the intense delights of childhood,

Shades of the prison-house begin to close

Upon the growing Boy …

His own experience was the opposite. Childhood had been a form of prison, a sentence to be endured, a grey period with little pleasure to colour it. When not mocked or despised, he had been ignored. He had survived by withdrawing into himself, seeking safety in isolation, protected by a self-created barrier of reserve. Only later would he discover a capacity for uninhibited pleasure.10

 

 

 

 



* William Roper was one of the principal characters in Robert Bolt’s play A Man for All Seasons, first performed in 1960.

* Two other Trevor-Roper cousins were killed on active service during the war, one in Normandy in 1944, and the other flying over Norway in March 1945.

* Stancliffe Hall closed in 2000. Two years later it was used as a location for the film Stig of the Dump.

* Goode finished ahead of Hugh.
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Carthusian

Charterhouse was founded in 1611 by the immensely rich Tudor benefactor, Thomas Sutton. Today his statue stands in front of the school, in the area known as Founder’s Court. Sutton’s foundation established a school and a ‘hospital’ (almshouses), which for more than two and a half centuries occupied the same site on the edge of the City of London (now known as the Old Charterhouse). In 1872, however, the school moved out of London into open countryside, on the outskirts of Godalming. There, among the Surrey beech woods, on a site running down to the River Wey, a set of buildings in the Gothic style was erected, whose soaring towers, reminiscent of ecclesiastical architecture, dominated the locality. A cloister had been added in the early twentieth century, to commemorate the many Carthusians* who had served in the Boer War, the foundation stone being laid in 1901 by the hero of Mafeking, Old Carthusian Robert Baden-Powell. To one side was the new chapel, designed by Giles Gilbert Scott and dedicated only three months before Hugh’s arrival. Indeed the building work was still incomplete. The new chapel was on a monumental scale, its plain stone walls rising sheer to an impressive height. The austere interior created a solemn effect, like that of a tomb. The chapel had been commissioned in memory of the Great War, in which the school had suffered a horrifying number of casualties, including 687 Old Carthusians dead. Robert Graves, who left Charterhouse in 1914, estimated that at least one in three of his generation had been killed; most of the survivors, if not permanently disabled, had been wounded two or three times. To build the chapel had been the personal vision of the Headmaster, Frank Fletcher, determined, like so many of his contemporaries, that this should have been the ‘war to end wars’.

Hugh felt that there was something dead about the school itself. Little had altered there since the mid-nineteenth century, though the world outside had changed beyond recognition. While British society struggled to adapt itself to successive shocks, Charterhouse remained inflexible. Tradition there was so strong, wrote Robert Graves, that even the school buildings were impregnated with ‘the public school spirit’. Although the prestige of the ‘bloods’ – members of the cricket and football elevens – had diminished under Fletcher, nevertheless, according to a history of the school, he ‘stood for the old world’.1 A small, distinguished-looking man who exercised quiet authority, he was notably formal in his approach, his reserved manner contrasting with the flamboyance of some other public school headmasters of the inter-war period.2

Three boarding-houses had been included in the original design of the new school, and further houses were added or purchased and adapted over the decades that followed, each named after their first Housemaster. Hugh found himself allotted to Daviesites, named after G.S. Davies, later Master of the London Charterhouse. This was a large, three-storey Victorian house with decorated gable-ends and dormer windows projecting from the roof, one of a group of boarding-houses on a hillside facing the school, but divided from it by a sunken road. This road was spanned by a bridge, to which the Daviesites had established special privileges: only they were allowed to use the pavement on one side, and any boy from another house who presumed to trespass on it would be driven off. Many years later, Hugh was reminded of this behaviour when observing monkeys in India. The Housemaster of Daviesites was a clergyman, Lancelot Allen, a nervous, fidgety man rumoured to employ boys as spies, and to patrol the dormitories at night, wearing carpet slippers in the hope of catching his charges unawares in forbidden activity. Though Allen taught French, he was never heard to express interest in French culture, or in culture of any kind. Many years later Hugh would describe him as having been ‘the most reactionary man in the school’.3 He joked that their Housemaster had turned out more agnostics than any other clergyman in England.

Charterhouse was a bewildering place for a new boy, with its own arcane terminology and quaint customs, some of which survive to this day. At first Hugh was rather lost in this unfamiliar and confusing environment, and it took him a while to find his bearings. Fortunately there was a system by which each new boy was allotted an experienced older boy to initiate him into these mysteries, known as a ‘father’. As in other places, the school year was divided into three terms, but here they were confusingly known as ‘Quarters’: the autumn term being known as the Oration Quarter, the spring term as the Long Quarter and the summer term as the Cricket Quarter. Masters were referred to generically as ‘beaks’ (a term familiar from elsewhere) or, more particularly, ‘Brooke Hall’, after the building that served as Masters’ Common Room. New boys were ‘new bugs’, another familiar term, and scholars were ‘gownboys’. Swots in general were known as ‘hash pros’, since ‘hash’ meant lessons. Prep was ‘banco’. Misdemeanours were ‘black books’, after the colour of the punishment book, in which they were recorded. There was a complicated system of privileges known colloquially as ‘posties’ (from the Latin post-te, meaning ‘after you’), denoting status and seniority. In one’s first year, for example, all jackets had to be fully buttoned. In the second year one button could be left undone, and in the third year, two. Monitors (prefects) could wear their jackets open. From photographs taken at the time it seems that the most senior boys could turn up their jacket collars. Black socks were compulsory in the first year; ‘clocked’ socks (black with a stripe down one side) allowed in the second, and coloured socks in the third. There were other ‘posties’ which could trap the unwary. Only monitors were allowed to walk four in a row, for example; Hugh and three others were beaten for transgressing this rule.

As at other schools, the younger boys ‘fagged’ for their elders, carrying out chores and running errands. Academic or sporting excellence provided escape routes out of this servitude. In all the other houses a boy ceased having to fag once he had been at the school two years; but at Daviesites, those who were insufficiently academic or athletic might continue to fag until they left the school. With Allen’s tacit blessing, Daviesites maintained the brutally termed tradition of ‘rooting in cocks’, whereby a boy accused of impertinence to one of his seniors could be taken to the washing-room, bent over a washbasin, with one knee raised to his chin, and kicked – perhaps with football boots – up the bottom. Hugh’s friend Pat Lancaster, who was later captured by the Japanese in the fall of Singapore, would comment that having been a boarder at Charterhouse had been good practice for a prisoner of war.

Scholars bypassed the lower forms, and Hugh was further promoted after only one Quarter; in consequence he was able to escape fagging after his first year. He was one of nine new pupils who stuck together and defended themselves from attack. According to one of his contemporaries, Hugh remained ‘normal’ and ‘well-liked’ despite being obviously ‘very brainy’, which made him often impatient with those slower than he. This boy sat next to Hugh each evening at banco and, finding Latin difficult, would often push across his work in a plea for help, to which Hugh cockily replied, ‘How would you like it, in prose or blank verse?’ Hugh persuaded one of the masters to teach him Spanish, which he learned within only a few weeks. He took pride in his ability to put on a virtuoso performance. On one occasion he accepted a bet that he could not list all the Books of the Bible from memory. Despite a momentary blankness when he reached the Book of Isaiah, he managed it easily.

As one of the elite of public schools which placed a high value on academic excellence, Charterhouse encouraged fierce competition between the cleverer boys. A system of ranking provided a constant measure of performance. Hugh blossomed in this hothouse environment. Academic success earned him prestige beyond his capability on the sports field. Striving to excel offered him an opportunity to demonstrate his intellectual superiority – not just over other pupils, but over masters too. One of those who taught him Latin later admitted that he had to sit up all night revising in order to keep one jump ahead of his precocious pupil.

At the end of two terms at Charterhouse, Hugh was placed fourth equal out of twenty-three in his class: a creditable performance, if not exceptional. Top of the class was a boy from Kent named Bowes. By the end of his second year, Hugh had begun to hit his stride; he was placed second in one of the two sets (known at Charterhouse as ‘divisions’) of the Fifth form which studied classics, and awarded a senior scholarship. Again, Bowes had his nose in front. In 1929 Hugh’s brother Pat arrived at Charterhouse, having similarly won a scholarship from Belhaven Hill, and was likewise allotted to Daviesites. In due course Pat too would be awarded a senior scholarship.

Hugh’s rapid climb up the school compelled Allen to make him a House Monitor, entitling him to his own study at a much younger age than was usual. Studies provided living as well as working accommodation, allowing the occupier more space and privacy. It was in his study, when he was fifteen, that Hugh glimpsed a new world of poetry, on reading Milton’s ‘Nativity Ode’. His passion for Milton would never waver, though in later life he would become less tolerant of Milton’s Puritanism and his republican politics. That same year he took part in ‘The Masque of Charterhouse’, an open-air pageant of the school’s history with a large cast in appropriate costumes, presented for the first time since 1922. His part, as one of six foundation scholars, was not too demanding. The figure of Thomas Sutton was represented as an Elizabethan sea-dog, surrounded by small boys pulling imaginary nautical ropes: a depiction that Hugh would later describe as ‘entirely mythological’.

Around this time Hugh was again very ill: perhaps a recurrence of the rheumatic fever he had suffered at Stancliffe Hall. To assist his recovery the Trevor-Ropers decided to take him and the other two children with them to Menton in the South of France that year. This was the first time that Hugh had been abroad. Being under twenty-one, the children were not allowed to accompany their parents on their evening expeditions to the casino. This luxurious holiday – foreign travel was comparatively much more expensive then – suggests that the Trevor-Ropers had not suffered unduly from the 1929 Slump. Hugh apparently made a complete recovery. Having been a frail child, he was growing into a vigorous and robust young man, slightly taller than average. Back at home, in an attempt to compensate for his otherwise sedentary existence, he tried to cultivate an enthusiasm for golf. Photographs taken in this period show him dressed in a loud check suit with plus-fours, like a character from a P.G. Wodehouse novel, his nose adorned with circular spectacles and his neatly parted hair plastered to his forehead, ending in a quiff. Hugh would go solo around Alnwick’s nine-hole course, playing against ‘bogey’, but he soon became bored with this. Instead he developed a taste for beagling, which combined in one activity exercise, the pleasure of being out in the countryside and a certain hearty companionableness.

Carthusians were required to join the Officers’ Training Corps (OTC); the Daviesites platoon ‘under the command of Corporal Trevor-Roper’ won the Recruits’ Cup. Most of Hugh’s extra-curricular activities at school were solitary ones, however. At the age of sixteen he boldly announced that he would take no further part in school games. Afterwards, his only school sport was long-distance running, which he did alone. He took up sketching in earnest, and developed a facility for caricature, which found a counterpoint in the extravagant metaphors that adorned his prose. The two were connected, in that Hugh claimed to be unable to understand anything that he could not present to his imagination in pictorial form; correspondingly, when he comprehended anything vividly, it was always in terms of some visual image. Many of the most striking metaphors he would employ derived from his fascination with the natural world: he interpreted the world of men in terms of wobbling jellyfish, confused sheep, performing sealions, scuttling crabs, sinister spiders and lazy trout.

Nature was very important to him. When he had arrived at Charterhouse Hugh had been astonished at the green-ness of the surrounding countryside, so different from the bleaker moors of Northumberland to which he was accustomed. He soon discovered species of butterfly that he had known only from books: ones unable to tolerate the harsher northern climate, orangetips and swallowtails for example. He became a lepidopterist, alone pursuing his quarry with a butterfly net through the woods for miles around, making a prize catch of a White Admiral near the then unspoilt village of Gatwick.

By the end of his third year, in the Under Sixth, Hugh was placed first in his division. This was the moment when boys chose the subject in which they would specialise in the Sixth form. The Headmaster summoned Hugh and asked for his choice. Hugh answered ‘mathematics’ – curiously, because it was not a subject in which he had previously excelled. But it was one that he enjoyed and believed himself good at: justifiably so, since in the Sixth form he would win the mathematics prize. Fletcher was not impressed. ‘Clever boys read classics’, he pronounced, and showed Hugh the door.

Whatever he may have felt at the time, Hugh afterwards acknowledged his deep gratitude to Fletcher for guiding him away from ‘a juvenile flirtation with mathematics’ towards the study of classics. The school had a proud tradition of excellent classical teaching; in the preceding century several of the masters there had been fine classical scholars, one indeed General Editor of the Loeb Classical Library. From the time he entered the Sixth form, Hugh was taught classics by A.L. Irvine, known as ‘Uncle’, who made the boys learn by heart passages of Greek and Latin literature which he had selected and published for the purpose. Though rather mechanical, this method left pupils enriched. Even into old age Hugh could quote long passages that he had learned in this way. He was taught too by Fletcher himself, who introduced the boys to Tacitus, the man Hugh considered the greatest of all Roman historians, whose work was to influence the book many rate as Hugh’s masterpiece, The Last Days of Hitler. Fletcher also led the boys through his own favourite Greek tragedy, the Agamemnon of Aeschylus. But it was his introduction to Homer that ignited Hugh’s passion for classics. At first he struggled with Homer’s archaic vocabulary and the unfamiliar form, but once he had broken the code (as he later put it), he found he could read Homer’s verse easily. Looking back a dozen years later, Hugh would count this as one of the most memorable moments of his life. ‘On I read, far past the appointed terminus, till late at night, fascinated; and all my leisure hours for long afterwards were spent in reading Homer, till I knew all the Iliad and Odyssey.’4

Irvine was encouraging about Hugh’s prospects. ‘I see no reason why the highest scholarship should be beyond his reach in due course,’ he wrote in an end-of-year report; ‘He also has an unusual breadth of reading at his command. The only thing I at all fear is his facility: I sometimes wish things caused him a little more difficulty.’ In Irvine’s reports there are several references to Hugh’s ‘fatal facility’, and warnings about the dangers of overconfidence.

Looking back, Hugh qualified his gratitude at being so well taught at Charterhouse with this reservation: ‘one element of education was, as it now seems to me, entirely missing. That missing element was thought.’ Perhaps, he wrote in an autobiographical fragment, ‘one should not expect schoolboys to think. Perhaps, at that age, when the mind is quick to absorb rules and facts, but is otherwise still immature, they should be drilled in the discipline of language and mathematics, [and] build up a repository of factual and linguistic knowledge, the essential tools for later exploration.’ Yet for Hugh learning, valuable though it was, would never be enough in itself. His questioning mind would constantly search out problems, and seek to answer them.

During his final year in the school Hugh edited The Carthusian, the school magazine. His editorials were mildly facetious, but there was little trace yet of the distinctive Trevor-Roper style. Contributions to The Carthusian were unsigned, so it is difficult to single out those that might be his.

By the time he had reached the Sixth form, Hugh had confirmed his position as one of the academic stars of the school. In his first year he was placed third overall, winning prizes for divinity and modern history and the essay prize, as well as one of the prizes awarded to those who had achieved the highest aggregate scores across a range of subjects. In the following year, his last at Charterhouse, he was placed top of the Classical Sixth, acknowledged as the highest form in the school, thereby winning the form prize, and scooped up a fistful of other prizes: for classical composition, for English literature, for divinity (again), and for the study of classical literature. Hugh had also become a school monitor, and was by now Head Monitor of Daviesites, where, according to one of his contemporaries, he was ‘held in respect but not fear’. As such, he was acknowledged as the second boy in the school, after the Head Monitor.

Hugh applied to Christ Church, where three exhibitions, each worth £90 a year,* were reserved for Carthusians. In this he was influenced by Irvine, who himself had been at Christ Church, which he reckoned to be the only good Oxford college. Hugh sat the exam and won a scholarship to read Literae Humaniores (classics, philosophy and ancient history), beginning in the Michaelmas (autumn) term† of 1932. He was awarded the Talbot Scholarship, worth £20 per year, with a prize of books to the value of £5; and one of the five school exhibitions of £80 per year, each tenable for four years. Another school exhibition, worth a further £80 per year, was at the disposal of the governors, and in 1932 this was awarded to Goode, Hugh’s compatriot from Belhaven Hill, who won a scholarship to Trinity, Cambridge. Hugh’s other rival, Bowes, also won a scholarship to Christ Church to read Greats, though disappointingly he would only manage a second-class degree. Hugh did not much care for him. After both had left Oxford, he wrote a satirical ode celebrating Bowes’s appointment as a schoolmaster at Brighton College. ‘Bowes’, he wrote to his brother, ‘is about as interesting as cold cabbage, and certainly much less witty.’ Bowes would be killed on active service in 1942.

Hugh left Charterhouse at the end of the 1932 Summer Quarter. ‘I hope his career at Oxford and in life will fulfil the high promise of his school record,’ Fletcher wrote in his final report: ‘if so, he will do very well. His memory powers, scholarship, and capacity for rapid and effective expression are exceptionally good.’

In September Hugh set out on a walking holiday in the Scottish Borders with two companions, which formed the basis of a light-hearted article he contributed to the Charterhouse literary magazine Greyfriar, his first signed appearance in print. This was an account of a local figure he had encountered in the pages of Walter Scott: Thomas of Ercildoune, the thirteenth-century soothsayer known as Thomas the Rhymer – an apt subject for Hugh’s satirical pen, enabling him to poke fun at the credulousness of the Scots. He introduced his account with a self-mocking description of the holiday, claiming that his companions had ‘nipped in the bud all my stories’ and ‘allowed none of my Scottish ballads to proceed beyond the second line’. His piece was illustrated with two satirical sketches, depicting himself peering through round spectacles, dressed in cap, tweeds and plus-fours, bearing a knapsack, equipped with walking-stick in one hand and map in the other, and puffing unconvincingly at a pipe.

In the following spring another piece of his would appear in Greyfriar, purporting to be ‘an ancient romance’, sung by a minstrel to the accompaniment of a harp in the year AD 2934, of events that had happened a thousand years earlier. The supposed minstrel told of a hunt for the Loch Ness Monster (then much in the news), led by the mighty Lord Rother of the Mere, sailing in his ship Dilly Mail, much to the chagrin of his rival, Lord Beaver of the Brook. This ludicrous squib was illustrated by two more of Hugh’s cartoons.

At the end of the first week of October, refreshed by his strenuous holiday, Hugh went up to Oxford.

 

 

 

 



* Pupils at Charterhouse are known as ‘Carthusians’.

* This was a substantial sum, worth approximately fifty times as much in today’s money.

† The University calendar consists of three eight-week terms, called Michaelmas (autumn), Hilary (spring) and Trinity (summer).
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