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The Problems of Political Biography:
The Lives of George Thomas, Viscount Tonypandy
(1909-1997)"

Paul O’Leary, BA, PhD, FRHistS

Biographers often face the challenge of how to get beyond the carefully crafted
self-image of the person they are studying, while at the same time trying to
understand how that self~image was constructed and how it achieved its power
for the person who created it and those around them. Winston Churchill, for
example, wrote himself into the history of World War II to such an extent that
it took a generation to begin to see that conflict in ways other than those
conceived of by him.! The same is sometimes true of lesser historical figures.
George Thomas, latterly Viscount Tonypandy, is one such person. Towards the
end of his life he made a concerted effort to impose order on his life history for
public consumption: he commissioned an official biography in 1981, published
his memoirs in 1985, co-operated with Lord Snowdon on the book My Wales
in 1986, deposited his papers at the National Library of Wales, and actively co-
operated in the writing of another biography which appeared in 1992.2 All this
was part of what the poet laureate Andrew Motion described in a different
context as ensuring an ‘orderly transition into posterity.”

By the time these books appeared Thomas was a figure of some celebrity.
When parliamentary proceedings were broadcast on radio for the first time in
1978 his voice — sonorously declaiming ‘Order! Order!” — was used as the daily
introduction to the BBC’s ‘Today in Parliament” programme. He capitalised on
the fame this brought by writing his memoirs, promising to outline the life
behind the reassuring voice. The public version of Thomas’s life that became
established at this time is worth re-capping. It portrays the life of a poor boy
{and he endured genuine hardship when young), born in Port Talbot in 1909
and raised in the appalling circumstances of a difficult family life in the
Rhondda Valleys between the wars. The death of his father left the family in dire
straits, but Thomas overcame these difficulties with the support of his
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remaining family. He went to grammar school and University College
Southampton, and became a school teacher in Cardiff. He was elected MP in the
Labour landshide of 1945 and became a Cabinet minister in the 1960s. His
parliamentary career took a different turn in the 1970s when he became Speaker
of the House of Commons in the 1970s. Finally, on his retirement from the
Conumons he was appointed to a place in the House of Lords. Throughout this
journey he was sustained by his Methodism — he was a lay preacher and was in
demand from congregations on both sides of the Atlantic by the end of his life
— and for much of his adult life was supported by his mother. Emma Jane
Thomas, or simply ‘Mam’ as she was known to all, had been a Labour activist
in her own right and accompanied her son on official business when he was a
cabinet minister. The fact that Thomas never lost his local accent, despite being
away from the Rhondda all his adult life, was widely seen as evidence of his
rootedness and fundamental sincerity: here was a prominent public figure who
had stayed true to his origins. When he was awarded a viscountcy in 1983, he
chose a name from the Rhondda Valley that resonated in the annals of labour
history — Tonypandy, site of the infamous riots of 1910. A man who considered
himself a friend of royalty retained strong links with his people. If there is an
overriding theme in his memoirs, it is that George Thomas remained
fundamentally straightforward and constant while climbing the greasy pole of
politics. His biographers enthusiastically endorsed this view.

Of course, the quest for autobiographical order in the 1980s offended some
former friends and political allies, who found themselves marginalised or even
alienated by the writing of his life story. Furthermore, an ordered view of his
life disintegrated into unruly disorder shortly after his death. Some of the
carping at that time came from political opponents who derided Thomas and his
contribution. More damaging, however, were the revelations by those who had
worked with him or under him. One can serve as representative of the whole:
the historian and Conservative MP Robert Rhodes James, who had worked as
a clerk in parliament during the 1960s, revealed that when Thomas chaired his
first standing committee he was personally disliked because he bullied his staff.
The picture Rhodes James paints is of a self-important figure who treated those
beneath him with disdain.* The image of the kindly schoolteacher benignly
presiding over parliamentary debates, only occasionally raising his voice to
keep order, took a serious knock.

What accompanied his death, however, was not only an attack on a
reputation, but the fragmentation of a familiar public persona. The constituent
elements of his personality and life that he had assiduously arranged into
coherent patterns now began to shift apart. It became possible to construct a
rather different picture to that described by Margaret Thatcher as ‘a deeply
committed Christian with a shining integrity.” He could now appear as a self-
deluding, status-obsessed, even right-wing opportunist, who merrily insulted
life-long friends in the labour movement while nurturing ties with the wealthy

4 The Spectator, 18 October 1997. This picture has been contirmed by a senior civil servant who
worked at the Welsh Office in the late 1960s (personal information).
% Margaret Thatcher, The Downing St. Years (London, 1993; paperback edition, 1995), 34.



164 The Lives of George Thomas, Viscount Tonypandy

and privileged. Whereas previously he had seemed like a figure that had stayed
true to his origins, now it was possible to see quite how far he had travelled.
This, then, is another life of George Thomas that plausibly could be written.

Yet this, too, would be an oversimplification. It would involve replacing one
set of schematic pieties with an equally unconvincing set of negative qualities.
It might be more productive to think in terms of multiple lives rather than
accepting a simple linear progression.® Indeed, one of Thomas’s biographers,
Edwin Robertson, hinted at this when he wrote that there is the material for
‘many lives’ of George Thomas in the archives at Aberystwyth.” His book is a
breathless, saccharine paean of praise, replete with patronising imagery of
hymn-singing miners, which was written with the active co-operation of its
subject. It is unlikely that he had in mind one of the lives I shall be discussing
here. In this article I have identified three lives. The first two are consecutive —
that is, they follow one another chronologically — and are easily accommodated
in the usual conventions of political biography; while the third raises deeper
questions about how a biographical ‘life’ is constructed and how we relate a
person’s private life to an understanding of their public activities. This third life
is not mentioned by the biographers, nor is there evidence of its existence in
Thomas’s personal papers, yet it encompasses an aspect of his existence that
threatened to intrude on his public life and destabilise his apparently equable
persona.

‘A somewhat outlandish left-winger.’

According to Harold Wilson, writing in 1979, George Thomas was
considered by some to be “a somewhat outlandish left-winger.’® In saying this,
Wilson was almost certainly referring to an earlier period in Thomas’s political
life, and it is likely that Wilson had in mind a specific incident that occurred in
1947. In that year, when he was still a first-term MP, Thomas had visited Greece
during that country’s bitter civil war to observe a trial of Greek students accused
of supporting the Republican rebels under General Markos. He made the trip
on behalf of the National Union of Students. In circumstances that remain
somewhat mysterious, Thomas ended up making contact with Markos’s forces
in the mountains of Thessally, and the British press was alive with speculation
about his fate. When he finally returned from this journey he conveyed a
message from the rebels to the United Nations commission on Greek border
troubles that was to be set up in Salonika and he was extremely critical of his

¢ For a similar approach, see P. Ward, *Welsh and Working Class (and British t00): the Case of
Huw T. Edwards’, North American Journal of Welsh Studies, 6.2 (2006), at:
http://spruce. flint.umich.edu/~ellisjs/Ward.pdf.

7 Robertson, George: A Biography of Viscount Tonypandy.

* Harold Wilson, Final Term: the Labour Government, 1974-1976 (London, 1979}, 219.
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own government’s policy in support of the Greek government.’ Subsequently,
it appeared as though he had been a pawn in the machinations of more powerful
and secret forces. When he returned to Britain he complained to Attlee that he
had been set up by the British secret services and claimed that he was still under
surveillance by MI5. Despite Attlee’s initial scepticism about this claim, the
prime minister agreed to enquire further and discovered that Thomas was, in
fact, being watched by MIS5 and he ordered the surveillance to cease.! Later,
Thomas put his actions in Greece down fo naivety, but it probably consolidated
his reputation as something of a radical.

This reputation was consolidated during the 1950s, when he was a spirited
defender of the National Union of Teachers (NUT), the trade union that
sponsored him. It is worth considering the experiences of Thomas and James
Callaghan in this regard: unlike the majority of south Wales Labour MPs, who
were sponsored by the miners’ union, both Callaghan and Thomas were
supported by white-collar unions. But Callaghan’s roots in the civil service
unions made him instinctively more cautious, while Thomas gained a reputation
as something of a firebrand. One college contemporary, who also became a
teacher, recalled the young MP using his formidable oratorical skills at an NUT
conference to sustain the determination of delegates in the pursuit of radical
objectives.!' In fact, in opposition during the 1950s Thomas acquired a
reputation at such conferences as something of a rabble-rouser.

A defining feature of Labour politics in the 1950s was the party’s civil war
between Bevanites and Gaitskellites, a division that had its origin in the
rebellion over the defence estimates in 1952. On that occasion George Thomas
voted with the rebels.!? Although he was not a consistent supporter of the
Bevanites during that decade, he was on the left of the party and he campaigned
against the hydrogen bomb," a stance that was consistent with the Christian
pacifism he had espoused during the 1930s. He was certainly close to the
Bevanite faction.'* The Bevanite view of scepticism or outright hostility to the
contemporary movement for creating a constitutional identity for Wales was
expressed by figures like Ness Edwards, whose antagonism to the Welsh
dimension of politics was intractable. Thomas shared this approach to Labour’s

? The Times, 19 February 1947. Thomas was criticised by Greek MPs for his actions; see The
Times, 21 February 1947. Tony Benn recorded a conversation with Thomas about the incident
in 1951; see R. Winstone (ed.), Tony Benn, Years of Hope: Diaries. Papers and Letters, 1940-
1962 (L.ondon, 1994), 142-3,

%D Leigh, The Wilson Plot: the Intelligence Services and the Discrediting of a Prime Minister
(London, 1988), 21.

" Conversation with the late J. Mervyn Janes of Cwmbach, latterly Meifod.

2 1. Morgan (ed.), The Backbench Diaries of Richard Crossman (London, 1981), 1071-2.

% See, for example, The Times, 7, 8, 14 April 1954,

M M. Jenkins, Bevanism: Labour’s High Tide (Nottingham, 1979), 150; K. O. Morgan, ‘Power
and Glory: War and Reconstruction, 1939-31", in D. Tanner, C. Williams and D. Hopkin (eds),
The Labour Party in Wales, 1900-2000 (Cardiff, 2000), 184-5. Thomas made ‘occasional
statements of support {for the Bevanites] but not consistently so.’
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vision of south Wales, even though he had pressed for more attention to Welsh
matters during the 1945 government and supported calls to give Cardiff the
status of Welsh capital in the 1950s.7

Thomas continued to be a campaigning MP into the 1960s. Probably the
most important practical achievement of this period - possibly of his whole life
— was his championing of leasehold reform. He became identified with this
campaign, though some of the campaigners dispute the centrality of his position
in it.'® Whatever his precise role, the Leasehold Enfranchisement Bill (1967)
solved a major problem relating to the housing stock in much of south Wales,
where the effects of Victorian development were soon to be felt as leases
expired. The Bill enabled occupiers of leasehold property with a rateable value
over £40 per annum to buy their property outright.'”” However, this undoubted
achievement took place against a background of closer involvement in the
business of government following Labour’s successes in the general elections
of 1964 and 1966. Thomas held government posts from 1964 to 1970,
developing a career that embraced a number of Whitehall departments, moving
steadily upwards from junior minister to minister of state and secretary of state.
His personal trajectory was very clearly at. Westminster and in central
government.

It is from this perspective that we must see his actions between 1968 and
1970, as Secretary of State for Wales. He was actuated by personal loyalty to
Harold Wilson and a visceral dislike of his predecessor in the post, Cledwyn
Hughes, whom he saw as a traitor for trying to promote limited devolution. The
defining events of his stint in Cathays Park were implacable opposition to
nationalism, equally determined opposition to language pressure groups, a
major miscalculation in deciding that part of the costs of removing the coal tip
at Aberfan should be taken from the money donated to the families, and
overseeing the investiture of the Prince of Wales. These years can be
characterised as the ‘hinge’ around which his subsequent public career turned.
Peter Stead judges that Thomas was unfortunate to get the job at the same time
as a wave of protest by cultural and linguistic groups crashed over the country.
Stead argues that his lack of sympathy with specifically Welsh cultural and
political aspirations ‘helped to bring matters to a head.” Thomas’s view that
devolution had gone far enough was embodied in his attempt to re-establish the
old and uninspiring ‘south Wales image of the [Labour] party.” Stead’s
judgement is that ‘[i]ntellectual fashion was against George Thomas’s south
Wales perspective and his performance as Secretary of State demonstrated that
the tradition needed to be redefined and communicated more vividly if it were
to recover its old potency.” ™ Thomas demonstrated that he was poorly equipped
to re-define that relationship, always taking refuge in somewhat nostalgic and
clichéd ideas of industrial south Wales.

> Morgan, “Power and Glory’, 180-1.

¢ Interviews in the possession of the author.

7 K. O. Morgan, Re-birth of a Nation, Wales, 1880-1980 (Cardiff, 1980), 346-7.

% P, Stead, “The Labour Party and the Claims of Wales” in J. Osmond (ed.), The National Question
Again (Llandysul, 1985), 116-7.
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From a different political perspective, cultural commentators such as Ned
Thomas were now critical of the kind of tradition that George Thomas
represented, that of the ‘good Welshman’ working on behalf of Wales in
government.'" Such a model of representing Welshness was now obsolete, it
was argued, as the vitality and determination of direct-action cultural pressure
groups demonstrated. George Thomas needed Gwynfor Evans’s assistance to
walk with him across the National Eisteddfod field in 1968, so that protesters
would not interfere; as Gwynfor’s most recent biographer has pointed out, this
was a generous act by a politician who had been vilified mercilessly and
unjustly by Thomas in the House of Commons over the previous two years.”
Both Gwynfor Evans and George Thomas were Christians by conviction, but
Thomas had behaved towards Evans in a most un-Christian way — particularly
for someone who had lectured on the ‘Christian Heritage in Politics.”?!

The years 1968-70, therefore, were controversial and testing times for
George Thomas. It could be argued that the full impact of the changes in Welsh
society and politics that were identified by both Peter Stead and Ned Thomas
did not register until after 1979, when the onslaught from central government
on the industries that had shaped and maintained the kind of working-class
community that George Thomas sprang from took place. Nevertheless, his
ability to shape policy and events in Wales was brought to a swift end, firstly
as a result of Labour losing the general election of 1970 and then by his failing
to re-join the cabinet.

‘One of the greatest establishment converts of his time.’

It would appear, therefore, that George Thomas’s political odyssey was in
danger of coming to an end in the early 1970s. He had expected to resume his
position at the Welsh Office when Labour returned to government in 1974, but
this time he did not return to the cabinet or, indeed, to a junior position in
government. According to Barbara Castle, Harold Wilson was determined to
move him out of the cabinet, a view that finds some support in Wilson’s
memoirs, where he gives the impression that he was determined to get Thomas
into the Speaker’s office. Thus it was that in 1974 Thomas became Deputy
Speaker and Chairman of Ways and Means. There was no guarantee that he
would become Speaker when the post became vacant in 1976, as that
appointment was in the gift of the House of Commons, not the government.
This move sideways into what might be considered part of the managerial and
ceremonial aspect of parliamentary business can be seen as the beginning of his

' N. Thomas, ‘The George Thomas Era’, Planet 1 (August-Sept. 1970).

R, Evans. Rhag Pob Brad (Talybont, 2005), 304-9.

2 G. Thomas, The Christian Heritage in Politics (Beckly Social Service Lecture, 1959). He also
discussed the relationship of Christianity to politics in Reaching the People: the Barclay
Lectures. 1984 (Edinburgh, 1985). I am indebted to John Gray for giving me sight of this
publication.
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second public life, one characterised by his distancing from the Labour Party
and a steady rightward shift in ideology. Curiously, this experience did not
embitter him towards Harold Wilson (who remained a heroic father-figure to
him until the end of his life), but it did turn him against James Callaghan. He
had felt some jealously about Callaghan since the latter, wearing his naval
uniform, had beaten him to the nomination for one of the Cardiff seats in 1945
and subsequently had experienced swifter progression than his own in the
Labour Party.

Thomas’s links to Labour began to loosen from the mid-1970s. This was
partly a consequence of not contesting elections, as is the custom with the
Speaker, so that he seemed to rise above the partisan fray. But it is clear that his
alienation from the party went beyond this. There are opposing views about
how this affected his performance as Speaker. Kenneth Morgan provides
compelling evidence to support the view that on some occasions at least Thomas
made decisions from the chair that made life unnecessarily difficult for the
Labour government. There was evidence of this as early as 1976 when a
decision to declare the measure for nationalisation of aircraft and shipbuilding
a ‘hybrid’ between public and private bills plunged the government into a
‘parliamentary crisis’; the measure was passed by one vote after Labour
deceptions over the pairing of MPs.?> Thomas continued to issue decisions that
made the life of this minority government difficult. However, while James
Callaghan was increasingly exasperated with Speaker Thomas, the views of
other potiticians were more mixed, On the one hand, both Denis Healey
(Labour) and Wyn Roberts (Conservative) found Thomas to be impartial; on the
other hand, David Owen of the Social Democrat Party (SDP) thought his
judgments helpful to a new minority political party, suggesting at least some
degree of sympathy on the Speaker’s part for those who had left Labour to
pursue a social democratic path.*

Already in the 1980s there were indications that Thomas was moving away
from established moorings. Interestingly, Denis Healey — a friend since 1945
— believed that Thomas’s commitment to the Labour Party and to socialism was
never deep, and he likened him to Ramsay MacDonald in this respect. By this
he did not mean that Thomas was a traitor to the party (though the charge of
personal disloyalty has been levelled by others), but he thought the two figures
similar in the sense that both came from poor backgrounds and that for them the
Labour Party was the only conceivable political organisation to which they
could belong. Barbara Castle, on the other hand, was less charitable in claiming
that Thomas’s limited intellect was one explanation for his flagging conviction.

One signpost towards a changing set of attitudes was the publication of his
memoirs in 1985. This was widely seen as an occasion when Thomas settled
scores or snubbed those who previously had been political friends and allies. By
contrast, the friends he continued to cultivate at this time were those who had

2 K. O. Morgan, Callaghan: A Life (Oxford, 1997), 527-8.
3D, Owen, Time to Declare (London, 1991), 511-13.
* This paragraph is based on video interviews with Healey and Castle in the author’s possession.
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money, prestige and rank. Whereas the banker and tax exile Julian Hodge and
the Saudi oil minister Sheikh Yamani remained close, there was a discernible
froideurin the relationship with erstwhile political allies like James Callaghan.
As Kenneth Morgan points out, Thomas’s memoirs contain ‘harsh observations’
about Callaghan, Foot and Cledwyn Hughes, as well as making some
‘constitutionally improper revelations’ about apparently confidential discussions
that had taken place behind the Speaker’s chair.™® These revelations attracted
the censure of The Times. Michael Foot went so far as to assert that there was
a better case agairist Thomas for revealing official secrets than there was against
Clive Ponting, the civil servant who was prosecuted for breaking the Official
Secrets Act. There was a sense in which the ordering ot George Thomas’s life
in his autobiography led to disorder in his relationships with other political
comrades, even before the criticisms that followed his death.?®

1t was clear at the time, and became much more so later, that Thomas’s
political sympathies had shifted to the right. He developed a close friendship
with Margaret Thatcher, to the extent that while he was still Speaker of the
Commons he visited the Thatchers for Christmas lunch at Chequers. At best,
this was unwise. Furthermore, he exchanged presents with Thatcher, whereas
there was no comparable relationship with the leader of the Opposition. A
charitable interpretation of this behaviour would be that Thomas was attempting
to prove that a former Labour cabinet minister could be even-handed in his
treatment of political opponents. However, docamentation in his private papers
makes clear that the relationship went further than this, In the early eighties he
had come to see Thatcher in rather messianic terms as the only person who
could save Britain from its difficulties.”” Favouring one party leader over
another in this explicit way was a dangerous course of action for a Speaker to
take, especially as the person in question was the prime minister. He saw the
function of Speaker as being ‘given the trust of the House and the country’s
leaders’ (my emphasis).”®

This change in political sympathies went hand in hand with a rather different
social life to that of the average south Wales Labour MP. One indication of this
was an increasing penchant for socialising with the English upper classes and
members of the Tory party. A striking illustration of this comes from the diaries
of the maverick Tory MP Alan Clark. On 11 May 1984 Clark attended the
extravagant sixtieth birthday party of Viscount Spencer — Princess Diana’s
father — at Althorp:

> Morgan, Callaghan, 579-80. Later in the book the author describes these revelations as
‘indiscreet and perhaps unconstitutional™ (742-3).

* There is some evidence that George Thomas might bave regretted writing the book (see The
Independent, 23 September 1997). However, a number of sources speak of Thomas relishing his
use of similar malicious attacks throughout his career.

7 Correspondence in the Viscount Tonypandy Papers, National Library of Wales.

¥ Quoted in Robertson, Georze: A Biography of Viscount Tonypandy, 313.
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All very gay and glittering. Even at dinner Jane [Clark’s wife]
ranked no more than equal third on the carat count, although she
was wearing both the leaf diamonds and Aunt Di’s necklace.
Some of the mature ladies at the ball itself could hardly move, so
encrustulated were they. The Princess of Wales, on the other
hand, looked absolutely radiantly beautiful and was wearing not
one single piece of jewellery.

All the minor royals were there, but very few politicians. Besides
us I only spotted George Thomas, Norman St John-Stevas, the
Heseltines and little Norman Lamont.”

Thomas had acquired a taste for this kind of thing as Secretary of State for
Wales, when he had mixed with aristocrats and royalty while planning the
investiture in 1969. In his autobiography he spoke of his disdain for the Duke
of Norfolk, who he felt had slighted him at that time, and this has usually been
seen as evidence of a man of the people standing up to the pretensions of the
upper classes. Whatever the truth of that in 1969, it was no longer the case by
the mid-1980s. A further illustration of this was his participation in the royal
wedding of Charles and Diana. Fittingly, Robert Rhodes James would describe
him as ‘one of the greatest establishment converts of his time."*

One of the political touchstones of these years was the range of attitudes to
the European Union, the issue on which the Conservative Party nearly broke
itself in the 1990s, precipitating a crisis in the party comparable to that over
the Corn Laws in the 1840s. On this issue George Thomas sided publicly with
the right-wingers. In fact, he went further than many Conservatives by
supporting the maverick millionaire financier Sir James Goldsmith and his
single-issue Referendum Party. Following his period of fame as Speaker of the
Commons, Viscount Tonypandy was paraded as the great defender of
parliamentary traditions. He was a figure of sufficient importance that his
personal endorsement, delivered against the backdrop of a waving Union flag,
was used as the rousing culmination of a Referendum Party video that was
delivered to many households in Britain during the general election of 1997. He
warned against the dangers of a European super-state, and his comments about
the German Chancellor, Helmut Kohl, hinting at Nazism, made in a speech to
the party’s 1996 conference, confirmed a mentality entirely in thrall to the right-
wing tabloids.

This, then, would seem to be the culmination of George Thomas’s political
odyssey, moving right across the political spectrum from the left wing of the
Labour Party to support for an organisation funded by a millionaire that was
positioned to the right of the Tory Party and which espoused an aggressive form

* Alan Clark, Diaries (London, 1995), 81-2. See also Tem Davies, ‘Chaotic Lifestyle of the Man
who Kept Order’, Western Mail, 31 March 2001, 10-1F.

“ The Spectator, 18 October 1997. Similar comments appeared in The New York Times, 24
September 1997.
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of British nationalism. It is more than a little ironic that the implacable opponent
of Welsh nationalism in the 1960s now adopted the stance of flag-waver-in-
chief to the British right. And, yet, this is not quite the end. A third life of
George Thomas came into focus following his death, one that few people had
known about. It was a private life that constantly threatened to upset his political
achievements and public poise.™

‘Secret homosexual, superb Speaker of the House of Commons.’

One of the political friends from south Wales that George Thomas continued
to cultivate was the former Labour MP Leo Abse. Their acquaintance went back
to joint campaigning in Cardiff during the 1930s, when both were active in the
city’s Labour Party. As it turned out, Abse’s experience as a lawyer would be
of particular use to Thomas at key points of his life. In 2001 Leo Abse offered
a rather different narrative of George Thomas’s life, one that foregrounded an
aspect of his existence that was entirely absent from the memoirs and the
personal papers he deposited at the National Library of Wales, as well as from
the two biographies written about him: his sexuality. Abse — a close personal
friend for many years — began his analysis of Thomas’ life with the striking
sentence: ‘George Thomas, secret homosexual, superb Speaker of the House
of Commons, was no saint; nor did he claim to be one.’*

The order of the descriptive clauses is highly significant here: sexuality
comes first, public achievement second. For Abse, sexuality was the key to
understanding George Thomas the person and George Thomas the politician,
rather than being separate spheres of his life that had little or no significance for
each other. TFhis interpretation places both charisma and sexuality at the heart
of Thomas’s life, a potent combination of Max Weber’s concept of charisma in
polities and Freud’s insights into sexuality and the role of the unconscious. In
this account, the requirement to conceal the fact of his sexuality throughout his
life because of punitive legislation and intolerant social attitudes meant that
Thomas was engaged in a continual battle with his own ‘unworthiness’. Instead
of underlining the achievements adumbrated in the memoirs and describing the
upward swing of a successful public career, Abse speaks of ‘the thin ice upon
which he skated all his life.” This is documented with specific examples when
the line between private and public nearly broke down. During Abse’s
campaigning to end the criminalisation of homosexuality, which culminated
successtully with his private member’s bill of 1967, Abse heard that Thomas
was visiting ‘a grubby cinema in Westminster’. Concerned that this might get
into the newspapers and end his friend’s political career, Abse duly warned him
to keep away from it. Even so, Abse recounts two incidents when Thomas was
threatened with blackmail.

31 For ruminations on the public-private divide in history, see P. O'Leary, ‘Masculine Histories:
Gender and the Social History of Modern Wales’, Welsh History Review 22.2 (2004), 56-81.
3 1. Abse, Tony Blair: The Man Behind the Smile (London, 2001), 47.
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In the first of these, Abse used his connections among Cardiff police officers
and gangsters to threaten a young male with whom Thomas had been involved.
Abse boasts of how he threatened the young man that if he did not keep quiet,
Abse would make sure that he would get him jailed for ten years. Another
incident involved loaning Thomas £800 to pay off a blackmailer so that he could
re-settle in Australia. As late as 1984 Abse was called upon to help Thomas
when the latter was diagnosed with venereal disease and anxious that the story
would get out and ruin his reputation. Such incidents caused Thomas enormous
personal anguish (‘the slightest tremor of scandal, however faintly reverberating
into his private domain, reduced him to jelly’*). Even more seriously, Thomas
turned to Abse for help in 1976 when it appeared that he might become
embroiled in the fall-out of the Jeremy Thorpe affair. Thorpe was leader of the
Liberal Party and the affair was a long-running scandal involving allegations of
rent boys and murder. The incident that caused Thomas concern in 1976 related
to an apparently innocent favour he had done a Liberal MP on behalf of Thorpe
back in 1964 when Thomas was a junior minister at the Home Office. Although
his intervention had been relatively minor and apparently completely
honourable, Thomas was concerned that prying by the journalists would
uncover his own sexuality and cause a scandal. (This was decades before the
first homosexual cabinet minister could declare his sexuality openly.) Abse
advised him to put his brigadier secretary onto the case, and the latter succeeded
in directing the journalists® attention elsewhere.* Once again, Abse paints
himself as a fixer, a worldly lawyer who possessed the cunning necessary to
divert prying attention from the Speaker’s private life and safeguard his friend’s
reputation as a figure of probity and honour.

Relating Abse’s revelations to our existing understanding of Thomas’s life
story poses ditficult challenges. Can Thomas’s homosexuality simply be slotted
into the existing narrative, as an additional fact about Thomas’s private life that
had, in practice, little bearing on his public activities? Can we preserve intact
the traditional approach to political biography that divides the personal from the
political, the private from the public, except for those few occasions when one
spills over into the other? Does the fact that Thomas successfully avoided
‘scandal” (in his terms) in his life mean that we can relegate the knowledge of
his sexuality to the background? Is it possible to reconcile a view of the pious
Methodist with that of the man who turns out to have been the most prominent
homesexual in twentieth-century Wales?

I would argue that this would be a mistake, largely because it reduces
Thomas to a one-dimensional figure. But more importantly, the fact that he felt
compelled to hide his sexuality, even after the decriminalisation of
homosexuality in 1967, demonstrates that there are aspects of his life that he
masked from public view. It also raises the question of how far he went in

* Abse, Tony Blair, 50.
* Abse, Tony Blair, 50-1.
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constructing his life story for public consumption and how hard he tried to
divert attention from other aspects of his life. One area that appears to throw up
serious questions is what happened to the conscientious objector during the
1930s who claims to have volunteered for military service in 1939 on the
outbreak of war, only to be turned down on health grounds. There is much
circumstantial evidence to suggest that this is not an entirely accurate account
of events, but conclusive evidence has yet to emerge. Are there other aspects of
his life that he sought to have remembered in more congenial ways and which
are not described in the memoirs, biographical publications, and the voluminous
archives he left behind?

Conclusion

There are many aspects of George Thomas’s life that have not been
discussed in this article. A different approach would have paid greater attention
to his role in government, especially at the Welsh Office, while yet another
would have subjected his upbringing to greater scrutiny. One compelling
feature of his life concerned Methodism and the important philanthropic work
he carried out latterly for children’s charities; how Thomas reconciled his very
public role as a Christian with a sexuality that was frequently condenned as a
sin by organised religion is an area that is almost impossible to fathom — and yet
both aspects of his identity appear to have been of central importance to him.%

These were overlapping trajectories that nevertheless also involved changes
of direction; it would be far too simplistic to accept the view of his life that he
fashioned for public consumption in the 1990s. If there is one conclusion to this
article, it is that the apparent certainties, continuities and simplicities of
Thomas’s life were a screen for the ambivalences and ambiguousness of a life
that required the construction of a coherent narrative for public consumption.
Behind that screen, which he inhabited like a skin in public — or more accurately
performed for public consumption — lay a more complex person whose
apparently authentic public persona now seems to have been at odds with his
inner life. Perhaps the most productive approach to understanding the
complexities of Thomas’s life, therefore, is to treat his public activities as
performances, whether in the classroom or the pulpit, on the hustings, in
parliament, or on video. The roles he played did not need to be genuine.

The ‘orderly transition into posterity” was one objective Thomas had hoped
to achieve towards the end of his life. Itis interesting to note that an author who
was approached by Thomas to write a biography during his life time turned the
opportunity down because:

% On the political culture in which he grew up, see C. Williams, Democratic Rhondda: Politics and
Society, 1885-1951 (Cardift, 1996).

* A recent study of Disraeli has added a new dimension to our understanding of the politician by
exploring his hidden emotional life and his ambiguous sexuality: see W. Kuhn, The Politics of
Pleasure: A Portrait of Benjamin Disraeli (London, 2006).
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[tThere were too many areas of darkness I would want to explore
and I knew George wouldn’t allow any of that. He would be right
there on my shoulder watching every word.®’

This potential biographer was aware of the complexity of Thomas’s life and
knew that exploring this was not what was required of him. However, the
comforting narrative that was constructed by Thomas himself, and by others
he charmed and encouraged, was contested by others once he died and different
facets of his character were revealed. Indeed, it could be argued that different
lives emerged. No matter how coherent and apparently convincing the self-
image Thomas created, the fragmented nature of the life he lived eventually
broke through. In this posthumous existence he becomes less of a one-
dimensional creature, and more of a ‘conflicted’ individual; in Glanmor
Williams’s characteristically perceptive phrase, he was ‘a very mottled
character.””® According to Tom Davies, he was ‘both profound and shallow,
comic and serious, beautiful and sad, public and secret.”® The battles he fought
over his sense of identity, which are usually represented as tensions inherent in
the relationship between Welshness and Britishness, take on a new and more
personal dimension. If we are to believe Leo Abse, he was deeply tortured by
the compromises he had to make, and the brash confident schoolteacher and
inspirational lay preacher was much more uncertain of himself than his public
image would suggest. This also makes him a more interesting figure to study
than he has appeared to be hitherto. Trying to arrange and re-arrange his many
lives poses fascinating challenges for political historians.

7 Davies, ‘Chaotic Lifestyle ...".

¥ Glanmor Williams diaries, 16 October 1997, National Library of Wales. 1 am indebted ta
Professor Geraint H. Jenkins for this reference,

¥ Davies, ‘Chaotic Lifestyle ...".





