
Click
HERE

to register
For more information,

please call 6410 1100 or email events@britishclub.org.sg
Full cancellation will apply for any cancellation made 7 days before the event.

Photos are for illustration purposes.

“An evening with
Tim Bullamore
Obituary Writer”

Readers of British newspapers such as The 
Times and the Daily Telegraph will be 
familiar with their obituary pages: the 
dead-pan humour, the understated turn of 
phrase and the outrageous anecdote that 
offers an illuminating insight into their 
subjects’ lives.

Have you ever wondered who gets an 
obituary? Why are they chosen and how are 
they written? 

Tim Bullamore has been writing obituaries 
for almost 30 years, including many of these 
newspapers’ greatest hits. He has been a 
finalist in the British Press Awards on four 
occasions and has been honoured by the 
US-based Society of Professional Obituary 
Writers. In this entertaining talk, he reveals 
some insight into the art of obituary writing 
and provide some memorable anecdotes 
from the dead centre of the newspaper.

Wednesday, 10 August 2022
7:30pm to 8:30pm
(Drinks & light bites will be serve
from 7pm onwards)
Treetop Suite
Adult - $25+
(inclusive of two complimentary drinks, choose 
from house wine, beer or soft drinks)

Child/Student* - $15+
(inclusive of 1 complimentary soft drink) 

Registration Close:
Friday, 22 July 2022
*Below 18 years old
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Margarita Pracatan on The Clive James Show in 1997. Below, in 1996. “She is us, without the fear of failure,” said James

Clive James was flicking through Amer-

ican television channels in New York,

only pausing at Channel 69 when he

caught sight, and sound, of Margarita

Pracatan, a Cuban-exile chanteuse

with a middle-of-the-road repertoire

who could empty the M25 simply by

opening her mouth. “The act was so

unintentionally funny,” James recalled,

although in other tellings of the tale it

was one of his producers or researchers

who spotted her. “She was more than

just a singer,” James added. “Everything

she said and did was original.”

Enthralled, James (obituary, Novem-

ber 28, 2019) invited Pracatan on to his

popular British television show from

where in 1994 she burst into the homes

of some 7.5 million unsuspecting view-

ers with an act that was so bad it was

good. “He ask me to London. I sink he

is crazy,” trilled Pracatan in her treacle-

thick Cuban accent.

In the studio she was let loose on

unsuspecting guests, performing with

Boy George, serenading Liza Minnelli

or rounding off the programme with a

mauling of Lionel Richie’s Hello (“Ees it

me ya looking fer?”). On one occasion

she launched a vocal assault on New

York, New York that would make Frank

Sinatra fans weep, while on another she

delivered a caterwauling You Were

Always on My Mind accompanied by

James and a bemused Freddie Starr.

Gloria Gaynor’s I Will Survive and

Abba’s Mamma Mia received the Praca-

tan treatment as the credits rolled.

From the outset Pracatan was a

sensation. “Twirling her boas, shaking

her spangles, hammering away at the

helpless Yamaha, filling the screen to

the very edge with her hair extensions,

in every sense she was bigger than I was,

and by the end of the first se
ason I was

a guest on my own show,” wrote James

in The Complete Unreliable Memoirs,

describing her as “a yodelling bonanza”.

If the voice was loud, so too were the

glamorous outfits, a riot of primary col-

ours resembling a tube of Smarties that

had been left near an open fire. A

matching feather boa was wrapped

around her neck and she would be

decorated with sequins and a towering

wig. Depending on her mood, her false

eyelashes might be a vivid green. Feath-

ers were an integral part of her ensem-

ble, with some of them being used to

tickle James’s balding pate as she

admired his “bedroom eyes”.

Extrovert was too dull a word for this

exuberant songstress, who acquired a

cult following among British television

audiences. Once on a live discussion

show with Ned Sherrin she told her

host “I am into you already” before

interrupting his reference to her talent

with the disarmingly honest: “I d
on’t

have talent at all, honey.” 

Be that as it may, Cillian de Buitléar,

James’s producer, insisted that she took

the business of being an entertainer

seriously. “She wasn’t messing around,

despite her unorthodox time signa-

tures,” he said. “There was a certain

amount of guessing you had to do when

she started doing a cover version of a

well-known song in rehearsal, but I

suppose you could say she was reinter-

preting it.”

Off screen Pracatan was just as

exuberant, with James recalling her

screeching “Darling I love you” to a

‘Yeah’ anyway.” She is survived by their

daughter, Maria, a teacher.

Pracatan then had a seven-year rela-

tionship with a married man, later

recalling how she also had emotional

tête-à-têtes with his wife. “I said,

‘Listen, don’t worry, I love him too, but

I don’t want to get married, you can

keep him. I can see him sometimes.’ ”

She was soon able to afford a Yamaha

electric piano but never had a lesson in

her life, not on the piano nor singing.

Her stage career began as Miss de Cuba

in New York’s small and steamy clubs,

sometimes only in exchange for a meal,

before she rented a video camera and

started creating her own public-access

cable shows, a form of make-your-own

content in the days before YouTube. 

It was on one of these that she was

spotted by James and his team. At first

they played clips of her performances

on his show; later they flew her to

London to appear in person. She was

forever grateful, declaring: “He takes

me seriously, and I am so happy that I

want to do my 100 per cent.” 

The stage name Pracatan was, she

explained, Cuban-Spanish for “wow”.

Pressed on the subject by James, she

added: “When you do something and it

comes out beautiful, you say, ‘Prrracat-

aaaan!’ Or, when you have sex and it’s

fantastic, ‘Prrracataaaan!’ ”

She went on to have a self-titled hit

CD and was photographed perched on

top of the new Daewoo Mya at the 1996

Birmingham Motor Show. There was

even a Margarita Pracatan impersona-

tor based in Brighton. Alas, the real

Pracatan’s potential was never fully

realised in America, although last year

she turned up in an episode of Real

Housewives of New York City in a cover

version of Money Can’t Buy You Class

by Luann de Lesseps, one of the

show’s stars. 

Meanwhile, Pracatan had become a

gay icon, leading pride parades, head-

lining at gay nightclubs around the

world and achieving success at the

Mardi Gras festival in Sydney. On one

occasion she was midway through her

own inimitable rendition of Stevie

Wonder’s I Just Called to Say I Love You

at the Pink Coconut club in Derby

when an excited fan threw a gold

G-string in her direction. A hail of men’s

underwear followed. “It was wonder-

ful,” she declared.

Her stage persona remained as wild

and vivacious as ever: colourful,

flamboyant and camp. However, she

was indignant to be thought of as

anything other than a fully-fledged

woman. “These people think I ham

transvessie,” she told one interviewer.

“I ask you, honey!”

By this time she was happy living on

her own. “I don’t like sex. I hate sex,” she

told the Daily Mirror, her large brown

almond-shaped eyes opening ever

wider. She had been celibate for a

decade, adding on another occasion

that she was not tempted to remarry. “I

don’t want anybody; I’m in love with

myself,” she explained 11 years ago. “I

don’t have to get married to be happy. I

have my two arms, two legs, my eyes

and my voice. I have a beautiful life.”

Margarita Pracatan, entertainer, was 

born on June 11, 1931. She died of heart 

failure on June 23, 2020, aged 89

passing police officer. Like many

Cubans she sat down to dinner at mid-

night and would still be dancing on the

table at dawn. “We had to provide one

of our young men to look after her and

she was using them up at the rate of one

a week,” James wrote. “The connection

was purely platonic, but the guys had to

eat amphetamines to stay with her.”

Part of the joy of Pracatan was the

way her syntax bore a close resem-

blance to random words plucked from a

dictionary before being mangled

through her thick accent. She spoke as

she sang, with words tumbling out in

such a way that they could be heard, if

not always understood. When neither

singing nor speaking she was howling

with laughter.

The notes may have been flat and the

phrasing incomprehensible, but Praca-

tan was a star. She received a rousing

welcome at the Queen Elizabeth Hall

and in 1995 sold out her televised show

at the Edinburgh Fringe Festival, where

she was billed as “Bob Downes meets

Jackie Stallone” and her mere presence

led to a near riot. Although she needed

Her outfits resembled 

a tube of Smarties that 

had been left near a fire
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Margarita Pracatan

Colourful musical entertainer whose regular slot on The Clive James Show brought a whole new meaning to the word ‘extrovert’






some hand-holding back stage, she in-

sisted that nerves were never a prob-

lem: “The audience, they get nervy . . .

because they say, ‘And what the

heck she gonna be doing now?’ ” As

James observed, “She never lets

the words or melody get in her

way,” adding philosophically:

“She is us, without the fear of

failure.”
Juana Margarita

Figueroa was born in

Santiago de Cuba in

1931, one of eight child-

ren of Buenaventura, a

union leader in the

sugar industry and Juana, his

school-teacher wife, who

played the piano. As a child she

adored Shirley Temple films

and dreamt of living in New

York, keeping scrapbooks

bulging with pictures of the

city cut out from magazines.

At the start of the Cuban

revolution in 1953 her father

fell foul of the communists and

the family fled to Venezuela,

though not before Pracatan

had been briefly jailed. “They

took all my rrrings,” she told

The Sunday Telegraph, her pain

still evident. Turning up in the

US, she made her way to Man-

hattan in search of fame and for-

tune. For the rest of her life she lived on

the Upper West Side, a couple of blocks

from John Lennon’s old place, in a

rent-controlled one-bedroom

apartment that was a riotous

celebration of reds, golds and

mirrored tiles.

Depending on which version

of her story she was telling,

Pracatan might once have

been a police officer. “I only

have to take a knife from

someone once and he

didn’t mind,” she declared

with pride. Her next career

move was selling men’s

underwear at Saks Fifth

Avenue, the department

store. “I have to ask, ‘What

size are you? Is it small,

medium or large?’” she

would demand of her

embarrassed customers.

One was Robert Brading,

a second-generation Ger-

man-American businessman

who returned regularly to have

his crotch assessed. They

married in the early 1970s, but it

was quickly dissolved. “He did

not speak Spanish and my

English was not good,” she told

OK magazine with a shrug.

“Sometimes he’d talk and I

didn’t understand him, but I say
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ed by the removal of his brother Chris-

topher from Longleat within a week of

his father’s death in 1992, and he was a

shrewd and careful businessman. 

In 1966 he contracted an “anti-marri-

age” with Tania Duckworth, a 17-year-

old model from Sri Lanka. However, if

he were to be able to pass Longleat on to

any children he might have he needed

to be legitimately married, and in 1969

tied the knot with Anna Gyarmathy, a

Hungarian soft-porn actress who later

became a journalist. The couple

reached an agreement whereby she

would spend most of her time in Paris,

leaving him free to be with his wifelets.

They had a daughter, Lady Lenka

Thynn, who became a model, and a son,

Ceawlin, who was named after a Dark

Ages king of Wessex and who succeeds

in the title. In 2010 Bath, then 77,

handed over Longleat Enterprises to

Ceawlin, at the same time giving some

two dozen longstanding retainers their

marching orders. This father-son

relationship was also fraught, with the

pair falling out in 2012 when Ceawlin

removed some of the erotic murals

painted by his father. Three years later,

when 
Ceawlin 

married 
Emma

McQuiston, who is half-Nigerian, his

mother suggested that the union would

ruin “400 years of bloodline”. 

Lord Bath, who also had another

daughter born in about 2000, divided his

time between the house at weekends, a

flat in London during the week and a

sybaritic villa in the south of France,

though he did not care for dining out

because the cuisine was “too French”.

With advancing years he wore a hearing

aid. When asked in his seventies what he

would have done had he not been born

an aristocrat, he replied unhesitatingly

that he would have been a lorry driver.

He lamented not seeing enough of his

children and in the evenings he would

generally “consult with my doggy”. A

compulsive chronicler of his life he

leaves an autobiography of some many

million words in several volumes, as well

as a complete photographic record of

every guest to stay at Longleat. 

After the fracas between his wifelets

frontiers of which Longleat lies. He

stood as a Wessex Regionalist Party

candidate in the general elections of

1974 and 1979 and in the European par-

liament election of 1979 on a platform

proposing the region’s secession. He

wrote a book on the subject, A Regional-

ist Manifesto (1975), to add to his three

privately published novels. He was alsoa Liberal Democrat whip in the Lords

from 1993 until losing his seat during

the reforms of 1999.

LB, as he was known by some of his

staff, was tall, broad and bearded with a

look of the Viking about him, but with

a gentle voice. He favoured ethnic quilt-

ed jackets, slippers and whimsical head-

gear. It was easy to be misled by his con-

vivial manner and boyish exuberance.

He had a hard edge, as was demonstrat-

The peer’s ‘wifelets’ 

argued over whose turn 

it was to sleep with him

ObituariesMarquess of Bath

Colourful aristocrat known as the ‘loins of Bath’ 

who made a success of Longleat safari park

Lord Bath at Longleat in 1999; right, in his party best in 2007; and, left, as a young man when he was Viscount Weymouth

In June 2011 police were called to Long-

leat House, the Marquess of Bath’s

stately home near Warminster, in Wilt-

shire, to break up a fight: two of the po-

lygamous peer’s “wifelets” were arguing

over whose turn it was to sleep with

him. The eccentric aristocrat boasted of

having slept with hundreds of women,

known as the “wifelets of Bath”, and he

immortalised dozens of them in garish

papier-mâché portraits that hung, in

order of conquest, on the spiral stair-

case leading to his apartment in his

16th-century ancestral pile.

Alexander Thynn, as the marquess

preferred to be known, was a writer, art-

ist, founder of the Wessex Regionalist

Party and entrepreneur, who trans-

formed Longleat into one of the most

visited stately homes in the country,

complete with a safari park whose resi-

dent lions gave rise to his nickname,

“the loins of Bath”. He gave plenty of

ammunition to those who did not

approve of the hereditary principle:

eating squirrels from his estate, believ-

ing in pantheism and rarely forgoing

his turn when a cannabis joint or a line

of cocaine was being passed around.

There were, indeed, those who resent-

ed the licence that his wealth and class

allowed him and viewed his way of life

as offensively self-indulgent

and egotistical. 

The harder he fought

to avoid conforming to

the expectations of

his class, the more

he conformed to

another stereotype

— that of the

eccentric peer. To

meet him was to

encounter a man

who looked like an

off-duty wizard or col-

ourful hippy, with his

snow-white beard, crim-

son crushed-velvet trousers

and mauve hooded sweater. Yet

behind all this lay a complex and deeply

serious man, with an almost obsessive

need to explain himself to the world.

He was born Alexander George

Thynne in 1932, the third of five children

of the sixth marquess and his first wife,

Daphne, who was the daughter of Lord

Vivian. In 1976 he had the “e” legally

removed from the end of his surname so

that it would rhyme with “pin” not

“pine”. His eldest sister, Lady Caroline,

married the 11th Duke of Beaufort and

died in 1995; an older brother, Thomas,

died in infancy; a younger, Christopher,

died in 2017; and his youngest brother,

Valentine, was found hanged in the

Bath Arms, a pub on the estate, in 1979

after a gala evening at Longleat attend-

ed by Princess Margaret.

Alexander’s relationship with his

father was problematic and a large pro-

portion of the Longleat murals, which

Bath described as “therapies”, are con-

cerned with exorcising the ghosts of his

upbringing. He never forgave his father

for beating him with a riding crop after

he washed his dog in the bathroom at

Longleat, which was built by their an-

cestor Sir John Thynne and set in 9,000

acres on the Wiltshire-Somerset bor-

ders, with grounds landscaped by

Capability Brown. It is said to have 128

rooms, 365 windows and 99 chimneys

and has featured in several films.

At Ludgrove preparatory school in

Berkshire he distinguished himself by

locking the headmaster in his study and

forming a fascist society in a vain at-

tempt to please his father, who was a

collector of Hitler’s paintings. Moving

on to Eton he became a member of Pop

and keeper of boxing, though contem-

poraries remembered him as being

“straight up-and-down”.

Viscount Weymouth, as he then was,

read philosophy, politics and econom-

ics at Christ Church, Oxford, where his

beliefs began to form, though his social

life remained that of the typical young

aristocrat and he was president of the

Bullingdon Club. There was also

National Service in the Life Guards, a

period he recalled as his least successful

although he became the army officers’

welterweight boxing champion. From

there he trained as an artist, rapidly

metamorphosing into his ponytailed

form, a process that was aided by long

periods of withdrawal from the world,

including a spell in an Amazon cave.

Despite the deteriorating relation-

ship with his father, in due course the

sixth marquess handed over Longleat

to his eldest son to pre-empt death

duties. The younger man set

about transforming the

walls of his wing of

Longleat, dividing his

murals into three

categories: 
co-

coons, therapies

and fantasies. In

1973 they were

put on show to the

public and guests

gradually became

accustomed 
to

guided tours appear-

ing while they were

having lunch in the din-

ing room. While critical

reaction to the murals was largely

negative — his brother Christopher

described them as “pornographic piz-

za” — viewers could only be impressed

by the sheer scale of the project, while

the tabloid press had a field day with the

explicit Kama Sutra room.

Meanwhile, the estate had to pay its

way. In 1966 his father, who had once

been described by the head master of

Harrow as “moronic beyond reach”,

had welcomed to Longleat the lions

that today draw hundreds of thousands

of visitors a year. Local people were

opposed, fearing that the big cats would

escape, while the idea of a safari park

was scoffed at by The Times, which said

that the “unbounded fecklessness” of

the public was such that the enterprise

was bound to end in tragedy. So far no

one has been eaten. Instead the safari

park, said to have been the first outside

Africa, has been a success and the lions

have been joined by tigers, giraffes,

gorillas, zebras and wolves. 

Lord Bath went on to build the

world’s largest maze and sell a £50 mil-

lion lease on part of the grounds to

Center Parcs, while his Longleat Enter-

prises also runs the Cheddar Gorge and

Caves tourist attraction in Somerset.

Another of his passions was for Wess-

ex, the ancient kingdom within the
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Armstrong at the Home Office in 1977 before his long partnership with Thatcher

ed too readily to the request to use his

position to defend the political actions

of the government. However, he did

what was demanded of him, even to the

extent of using Edmund Burke’s phrase

that it was sometimes justifiable to be

“economical with the truth” when he

had been poorly briefed. The extent of

his frustration and irritation expressed

itself when he swung his briefcase at in-

trusive photographers at the airport. 

On his return Thatcher gave him two

bottles of whisky, an acknowledgment,

perhaps, that she had been partly re-

sponsible for the episode.

He recalled the experience and

media coverage as “the most disagreea-

ble time” in his career. The publicityhelped Spycatcher to become a best-

seller. In an interview two years earlier

he had said, “I don’t want to be there out

in front”, but would play a backroom

role. Anthony Sampson in his Anatomy

of Britain (1962) wrote that for senior of-

ficials, “anonymity is a passion as great

as fame is for their masters”.

Born in 1927, Robert Temple Arm-

strong was the only son of a musical

family. His father was Sir Thomas Arm-

strong and his mother, Hester (née

Draper). Sir Thomas was a household

name, especially in Oxford, where he

was the organist of Christ Church from

1933-55 and principal of the Royal Aca-

demy of Music from 1955-68.

He was likened to ‘Sir 

Humphrey’ after facing 

aggressive questioning

Young Robert was educated at the

Dragon School (he packed down in the

scrum with the rugby-playing Janet

Young, later to be the leader of the

House of Lords), Eton, where he was a

king’s scholar, and Christ Church, Ox-

ford, where he read Greats. On leaving

Oxford, the music critic of The Times

offered him a job, which he declined

because “I didn’t want to do music in a

second-hand way”.

One of his other assets was his skill as

a draftsman. Impeccably lucid prose

flowed from his quill pen in beautiful

handwriting. Another asset was his ur-

bane obscurantism. In later years some

of his silences before select committees

would be described as Pinteresque.

He joined the Treasury as an assist-

ant principal in 1950 and within three

years had become private secretary to

Reginald Maudling, the economic sec-

retary and future chancellor. He had

spells as private secretary to RA Butler

and Roy Jenkins when they were chan-

cellors. They viewed him as a star

before he was appointed principal pri-

vate secretary to Edward Heath, the

new prime minister, in 1970.

As a boy he had met Heath, who, as

an organ scholar at Balliol, was taught

by his father. Senior mandarins, aware

that Heath was a difficult man, hoped

their shared interest in music would

help relations. It did. They played piano

duets at Chequers, with little conversa-

tion. One insider with experience of

No 10 office life said: “Under Robert

everything worked like bureaucratic

clockwork. It was quiet, like a cathedral.

Today it is like a bus station.”

He also planned the musical soirées

that Heath laid on for guests at No 10.

However, it was not always so cosy.

When Heath, a keen yachtsman, was

involved in a race in the English Chan-

nel and refused to use a special radio to

keep in contact with No 10, Armstrong

objected and threatened to put the

matter on the cabinet agenda. With ill

grace Heath eventually complied.

Armstrong had a mischievous side.

He seemed to enjoy keeping Sir John

Hunt, the cabinet secretary and his

senior, waiting to see the prime minis-

ter. In the TV series Yes, Prime Minister

this ruse inspired the episode in which

the cabinet secretary is frantic to get

the key to the door from the Cabinet

Office to No 10 and ends up trying to

climb through the window.

He was closely involved in such key

policies as the government’s statutory

prices and incomes policy, the imposi-

tion of direct rule in Northern Ireland,

the industrial disruption that culminat-

ed in the miners’ work to rule and the

three-day week and, with Heath, the

entry to the European Economic Com-

munity in 1973, a crowning achieve-

ment for two passionate Europhiles.

When Harold Wilson returned to

No 10 in March 1974 Armstrong expect-

ed to be replaced; he knew that Wilson’s

political secretary, the formidable Mar-

cia Williams, wanted him out because

of his closeness to Heath and his pro-

European stance. It was his responsibil-

ity to arrange the handover from Heath

to Wilson; he accompanied Heath to

the Palace and stayed on to greet Wil-

son, expecting to return with the new

prime minister. However, when Wilson

emerged, his waiting aides, including

Williams, jumped into the official car

with him and sped back to Downing

Street, leaving Armstrong behind. In

their view they were putting the man-

darins in their place. Armstrong was

not to be outfoxed; he had a spare car

waiting, returned to Downing Street

before the aides and was the first to wel-

come Wilson into No 10.

He left Downing Street a year later to

join Roy Jenkins, the home secretary, at

the Home Office. Bernard Donoughue,

the head of Wilson’s policy unit, had

been suspicious of him, but wrote on his

departure from No 10: “He is really a re-

markable public servant, one of the best

I have dealt with. Firm, honest, tough,

but much warmer than most . . . If he has

a fault it is that he sometimes equates

the national interest with the interest of

the Whitehall machine.”

He became cabinet secretary in Oc-

tober 1979 (and in 1983 also sole head of

the civil service). When Thatcher invit-

ed him to No 10 in July 1979 to tell him

of his appointment, her first words to

him were: “You’re looking very tired.”

When he left her aides told him: “She’s

been saying that to everyone.” 

His predecessor, Hunt, and his suc-

cessor, Sir Robin Butler, served four

and three prime ministers respectively.

Armstrong was the first to serve only

one and his record in the top job is col-

oured by his partnership with her. They

seemed an unlikely combination. He

remained close to Heath, was strongly

pro-European and for all his loyalty to

her was never a Thatcherite, “one of us”,

in her words. He offered to stop seeing

Heath, but she dismissed the proposal.



in 2011, one of them, aged 45, was ar-

rested on suspicion of actual bodily

harm but later released without charge;

the second, aged 62, was treated in hos-

pital for cuts and a suspected broken

nose. As for Lord Bath, he had retired to

his billet — a circular contraption on a

podium in the middle of the room —

telling the pair: “You sort it out, I’m

going to bed.”
The 7th Marquess of Bath, aristocrat, 

artist and writer, was born on May 6, 

1932. He died on April 4, 2020, after 

contracting Covid-19, aged 87



Lord Armstrong of Ilminster

Confidant to three prime ministers who was best known for being ‘economical with the truth’ over Spycatcher

Quick of eye, impish of nose and fresh

of complexion, Robert Armstrong was

a confidant to three prime ministers. He

had a bigger frame than first appeared

and walked quickly with a short stride.

As head of the civil service in Whitehall

he gave off an electric energy and en-

thusiasm. He retained, indeed, some-

thing of the appearance and vitality of a

well-groomed schoolboy.

Yet he became a household name for

the wrong reasons. It was during his last

few years as cabinet secretary to Mar-

garet Thatcher, a time when his natural

discretion, courtesy and good humour

were tested almost to destruction by a

series of embarrassments and crises.

After a number of damaging leaks by

officials in 1985 Armstrong issued an

official “note of guidance” that civil ser-

vants were servants of the crown and

therefore the government of the day.

This dismissed the romantic notion,

still held by some officials, that they

owed their allegiance to and derived

their authority from the monarch.

He then negotiated a no-strike deal

with the unions at GCHQ, the military

intelligence centre at Cheltenham, and

was taken aback when Thatcher dis-

owned it and insisted on banning union

membership at GCHQ.

Perhaps his greatest political service

to Thatcher was when she faced a chal-

lenge from Michael Heseltine, her de-

fence minister, over their disagreement

about a bailout for the Westland heli-

copter company. Heseltine felt he was

being blocked from raising the issue in

cabinet and argued his case in public.

Armstrong was taking the cabinet

minutes on January 9, 1986, and when

Thatcher announced that future

statements on Westland would have to

be cleared by the Cabinet Office,

Heseltine marched out and announced

his resignation to the waiting media.

That was not the end of the matter for

Thatcher or Armstrong. A confidential

letter from the solicitor-general warn-

ing Heseltine about the accuracy of

statements that he was making about

the case was deliberately leaked to the

media to damage him. When the law

officers insisted on an inquiry into the

leak, the threat to No 10 and to Thatch-

er was clear. Armstrong, however inap-

propriately, conducted the inquiry and

agreed to answer for the government

before the defence select committee.

Before he had begun his inquiry he

knew that Leon Brittan, believing that

his officials had been given clearance by

No 10, had authorised the leak. Thatch-

er appreciated his stonewalling before

MPs. Critics, however, claimed he had

been engaged in a cover-up.

More embarrassing was his attempt

to block an embittered former MI5 offi-

cer’s plan to publish his memoirs, en-

titled Spycatcher, in Australia and so

evade the Official Secrets Act. The gov-

ernment felt it had to act, not least to

prevent others doing the same. It fell to

Armstrong, as Thatcher’s security and

intelligence adviser, to make the case,

appearing before a select committee in

Westminster and in court in Australia.

In the latter case he was ill at ease when

faced with aggressive questioning and

likened to “Sir Humphrey”, the official

in Yes Minister, the popular TV series. It

was a humiliation for a proud man.

Colleagues felt that he had respond-
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tidy his hair,” Jug recalled. “But he’s too

much of an extremist for us — a tad too

bonkers.” 

Although the Eccentrics were prob-

ably the only party to have a guitar

as deputy leader, in the form of Jug’s

Brenda the Fender, not all their policies

were as daft as they sounded: one would

require MPs to work from home and

connect electronically to a virtual par-

liament, with the savings being used to

benefit the homeless, who would be

housed in the Palace of Westminster.

Despite adding to the gaiety of the

nation, Jug was a deeply troubled soul,

with music and politics being a façade

behind which he concealed a deep

depression and an addiction to alcohol.

Over the years he was in and out of

police cells and psychiatric hospitals,

wrestling with hallucinations and im-

aginary encounters with Cromwell and

Winston Churchill. As he once said:

“Jekyll and Hyde were lucky, because

there were only two of them.”

He was born Brian Borthwick in

Newham, east London, in 1965, the

eldest of three children of Brenda

Borthwick. His alcoholic and violent

father worked at the Royal Albert and

Royal Victoria docks and young Brian

was raised in Stratford, east London.

“It was really not a happy childhood,”

he said, recalling the start of his

alcoholism. “When I was about 14 or 15,

as soon as I drank my first drink, it was

like fireworks going off.” Football and

cricket kept him on a relatively straight

path, and he played both for Essex

schoolboys. He also joined West Ham

Boxing Club.

At the age of 15 he left Rokeby School,

Stratford, where he had been “hell-bent

on being the class clown”. He found

work as an apprentice painter and

decorator, and later was a landscape

gardener before an encounter with the

leader of the Monster Raving Loony

Party, which had been founded in 1982.

“I met Screaming Lord Sutch in East

Ham Working Men’s Club in 1989,” he

told the Newham Recorder in 2016. 

Soon he was a bass player in Sutch’s

band, the Savages, adding: “We got on

like a house on fire and he asked me to

be a candidate — and started calling me

Lord Toby Jug.” The name, a reference

to Borthwick’s physique, stuck and in

1991 he formally adopted it by deed poll.

His policy on the EU 

was for an ‘in, out or 

shake-it-all-about vote’

Not since the heyday of Screaming

Lord Sutch has a candidate brought

such jollity to election-night counts as

Lord Toby Jug, a protégé of the one-

time leader of the Official Monster

Raving Loony Party and later head of

his own Eccentric Party of Great

Britain. Wearing his trademark leop-

ard-skin blazer and top hat, the latter

formerly belonging to Sutch, Jug stood

at various elections, belting through

his megaphone the slogan: “Don’t be a

mug, vote Toby Jug.” 

His policies included plans for five-

day weekends and two-day weeks; a

requirement that sleeping policemen

would be replaced by members of the

House of Lords; and proposals that for

every selfie taken the photographer

must read ten books. The construction

of taller buildings for higher education

was perhaps a more realistic proposi-

tion. Jug was also an enthusiastic cam-

paigner for measures to tackle obesity

such as putting strong glue in lip balm.

Immigration would be reduced by

placing giant photos of Russell Brand or

Katie Hopkins at airports “to discour-

age foreigners from entering Britain”,

while crime would be nationalised to

ensure that it did not pay. Jug also

demanded the reintroduction of police

helmets, insisting “the higher the rank,

the higher the hat”, while his policy on

the EU was that the country should

have an “in, out or shake-it-all-about

referendum”.

Discarded chewing gum would be

used to fill pot holes; swimming pools

would be drained once a week to allow

access for non-swimmers; and anyone

convicted of a homophobic crime would

have to serve their sentence dressed in

drag. Text lanes would be introduced

on footpaths to prevent mobile phone-

using pedestrians walking into lamp-

posts; bottles of beer would be placed

on beaches so that an invading army

might get drunk instead of attacking;

and people with a speech impediment

would receive a 15 per cent discount on

their phone bills.

Never forgetting that all politics is

local, Jug, who latterly lived in St Ives,

Cambridgeshire, called for the town’s

statue of Oliver Cromwell to be re-

placed with one of Sutch; for crocodiles

to be introduced to the hitherto-peace-

ful Great Ouse River; and for dogs to be

fed with fluorescent food so that their

mess can be easily spotted by unsus-

pecting residents. Although he never

won a seat, in 2009 Jug came ahead of

two Labour candidates in elections to

Cambridgeshire county council.

Like Sutch, Jug found that the best

publicity came from standing against

high-profile candidates. In 2015 he was

on the ballot paper in Uxbridge and

South Ruislip, next to “Johnson, Boris”,

picking up 50 votes compared with his

rival’s 22,511. He thought Johnson

would make an ideal member of the Ec-

centric Party, even offering to stand

aside as leader if his rival would defect.

Later he had second thoughts. “I went

round with a jug of water and a comb to

He would belt through 

his megaphone: ‘Don’t 

be a mug, vote Toby Jug’

He ran into problems in 2015 when

Facebook suspended his account

claiming that Lord Toby Jug could not

possibly be his real name. 

He campaigned for Sutch at the

Bootle by-election of May 1990, when

the Loonies overtook David Owen’s

continuing Social Democrats, and his

first outing as a candidate was in the

1992 general election, when he chal-

lenged the Labour MP Tony Banks at

Newham North West, winning 252

votes. Five years later, operating out of

the Princess Amelia pub in Stratford,

Jug increased his vote to 300 against

Banks in what was by then the West

Ham constituency.

Despite leaving London in about

2003, Jug never relinquished his

support for Leyton Orient FC. He spoke

of missing the East End. “It was a great

area,” he said. “You really did leave your

doors open at night — but of course no

one had anything worth stealing.” He

settled in Vigo, a small village in Kent,

from where he inflicted his eccentricity

on the good voters of Folkestone and

Hythe, polling 175 votes against Mich-

ael Howard, the Conservative Party

leader, at the 2005 general election. He

offered heated lavatory seats to all

pensioners and pledged to tackle the

demise of the county’s red squirrels by

covering half the grey squirrel popula-

tion with red paint.

While there Jug had a relationship

with a lady called Julie Smith, having

been introduced by a mutual friend.

However, in 2006 he was given a com-

munity service order after admitting

to assaulting her. They had a son,

Thomas. He had another son, Jack,

with a previous girlfriend called Jackie.

The relationship with Smith broke

down and he moved in with his mother

and his sister, Nancy, who by then were

living in Cambridgeshire. They survive

him, as does a brother, Simon, who

works in the City of London. 

Alcohol continued to get the better of

Jug and in 2013 he was sleeping rough.

“My friends and family had endured

enough and I had nowhere to go,” he

said. He was referred to the Gainsbor-

ough Foundation, which provided

treatment for alcoholism in the county.

Like any self-respecting political

party, the Monster Raving Loonies are

no strangers to schisms. In 2014 Jug

was expelled because of disparaging

remarks he made about the pub chain

JD Wetherspoon, which the party had

been trying to attract as a sponsor. He

quickly bounced back, forming the

Eccentric Party based in St Ives, which

he said needed brightening up. “There

are too many men in

grey suits,” he told the

Hunts Post. “There

should be a supertax on

grey suits.”

The party received

backing from Adrian

Bayford, who in 2012

had become the winner

of Britain’s second-

biggest lottery payout,

and Bayford’s shop,

Black Barn Records,

became the Eccentrics’

headquarters. Their

first —
 and so far only

— councillor came in

the person of Deborah

Richardson, a member of St Ives town

council who rejoiced in the nickname

Lady Jezebel Fortescue; she lived on

the river and was the party’s spokes-

woman for floating voters. She also

helped Jug to tackle his alcoholism and

at the time of his death he was in his

fifth year of sobriety. 

In 2015 Jug elicited a correction from

The Sun newspaper after it confused

him with Howling Laud Hope, Sutch’s

successor as leader of the Monster

Raving Loony Party. “Apologies for

the confusion, which must have been

hugely embarrassing for both men,” the

paper stated. However, when Jug had a

letter published in other newspapers he

became despondent. “Something’s going

wrong,” he told The Sunday Times. “I’m

not supposed to make any sense.”

Lord Toby Jug, founder of the Eccentric 

Party, was born on December 18, 1965. He 

died suddenly on May 2, 2019, aged 53

Lord Toby Jug on the election trail in 2015 and, right, with Boris Johnson that year

Obituaries

Lord Toby Jug

Colourful founder of the Eccentric Party who livened up many an election-night count but struggled with alcohol and depression

Inside forward who won 

14 caps for England

Ivor Broadis
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