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Introduction

This is not a book about politics. The pages that follow contain no insights on how one should be running the country, or on the laws that should be made, mended or repealed. It is not about Westminster, not really; the SW1 postcode merely provides a convenient backdrop.

This book is not about the people who have shaped this country and made it the place it is today. It is not about the heroes who protected Britain from those who wished it harm, or the ones who made life better for the millions at home. In fact, it is not about the vast majority of politicians, who perhaps never led but always tried to help when they could.

Instead, Honourable Misfits is about the men (and occasional women) who marched to the beat of their own drum. Some got quite a lot done in their lifetime; others not much at all. Most ended up being footnotes in history because of what they managed to achieve, often by accident, or simply because of their peculiar ways.

It is not a celebration of them, but it isn’t a condemnation either. Instead, this walk through history’s most eccentric politicians intends to make a point, namely that politics is weird, and that is because we are weird. We are ruled and represented by people we elect, and those people are us; if crooks, cranks and oddballs end up in Parliament, it is because enough of us are crooks, cranks and oddballs, and we are ruled by our own. There is a famous anecdote about Labour MP Bill Stones, who was once drinking a pint of ale in Parliament’s Strangers’ Bar when he heard someone complain that the Commons was full of cunts. ‘There’s plenty of cunts int’ country,’ he said, ‘and they deserve some representation.’

Finally, this book aims to be a reminder of something that will sound glib written down but is nonetheless often forgotten; politicians are people. They are humans who often (but not always) try their best, who fail when they didn’t mean to, and who sometimes do what is easy instead of what is good. They have peculiar obsessions, a tendency to self-sabotage, irrational likes and dislikes, and more flaws than you could count. So do I, and so do you. The people we are about to discuss represent not just the highs and the lows of humanity but mostly the weird corners, the shades of grey and the traits we’d rather forget we have.

Of course, they will mostly represent the excesses of those traits; it wouldn’t be an entertaining topic to write or read about otherwise. But this does not mean they existed in a vacuum; there’s plenty of misfits in this country, and are you sure you’re not one of them?

[image: Paragraph break image]

This is probably the point where I should clarify what I mean by ‘misfits’. What does the term generally mean? Well, it depends. As you will see, I have divided the MPs I have chosen to profile into six categories. Broadly speaking, there are some unfortunate ones, some adventurous ones, some lustful ones, and then and there are some villains, eccentrics, and everyone else. In parliamentary history as in life, it is impossible to neatly put people in boxes, and several MPs could have gone in several different categories; in the end I had to drop them into the one they were closest to. 

This does not mean there is no overlap; some MPs did a lot of travelling but also a lot of fooling around during those travels, while others committed the occasional crime while mostly being a bit odd. You get the gist. On the topic of villains – it was not easy coming up with some straightforward rules on who to include and who to leave aside when it came to lawbreakers. Some crimes are so beyond the pale that they instantly disqualified the person who committed them, which is why you will not find any paedophiles in the chapters ahead. Similarly, I tried to keep the slave traders to a minimum, although one or two did make the cut as there were simply so many of them, once upon a time.

On a different but related note, many MPs were killed in cruel and brutal ways a few centuries ago, but few made the cut. For many centuries wars raged abroad and at home, and it was quite frequent for MPs to partake in them, with predictable consequences. In fact, the bar was set high when it came to death in office as, to put it bluntly, it was quite easy to die young for quite a long time in Britain. One shooting accident is a tragedy worthy of inclusion; dozens become a fact of life.

Speaking of Britain – as you may or may not know, depending on how interested you are in political history, the whole island of Ireland was represented in Westminster’s Parliament for some time, and Ireland sent its fair share of extravagant MPs to the Commons. ‘Britain’ is a shorthand in the title, but I acknowledge that for some time the Houses of Parliament covered ground beyond today’s borders.

It also seems worth mentioning that until relatively recently – in the grand scheme of things – parliamentary democracy was not what it is today. If you were a man of a certain background, it practically was a given that you could become a member of Parliament if you wanted to. Thanks to rotten (or ‘pocket’) boroughs, the ‘electorate’ was a handful of well-bred men – or a singular count or baron of some description – who could be easily won round. This is why several entries will mention someone yearning for a seat, then getting a seat without a campaign getting mentioned in between, as there was no campaign.

On the subject of the olden days; in case you have not guessed, what follows is not very diverse. In fact, I can even go further and say that what follows is tremendously male and tremendously pale, as these were the main characteristics of British lawmakers for a very, very long time. This could have been rectified by making the cast of characters more current, but this would be a different book. A peculiar death that took place three hundred years ago can only be funny in the way that that same death happening in the past twenty years wouldn’t. Distance turns tragedy into farce, and the latter was what I sought.

Finally, it should be noted that this book does not cover all possible ground, in two different ways. Firstly, I do not pretend I managed to track down every single maverick who ever stepped foot in Parliament; many were lost to history, others became such myths it was impossible to disentangle fact from fiction, and a few probably just slipped through my net. If you can think of any, do let us know and we will see what we can do in the next edition. Secondly, the short biographies that follow are intended as just that: snapshots of people’s lives, with a focus on what made them interesting.

In some cases, their quirks came out in Parliament, and little time will be spent on the lives they led outside of it; in others, what they did on the green benches was only a footnote in an otherwise fascinating existence, and so the Commons will barely be mentioned. If you wish to find out more about one of our MPs, there is plenty out there for you to read, and the bibliography at the end of this book is intended to provide you with a decent starting point.

In the meantime, I should probably get started, shouldn’t I? Roll up, roll up! Do I have some misfits to introduce you to …
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