Tim Bainbridge 1947-2004 — a friend remembered 

By

Caroline Jackson MEP

I first met Tim on 1 January 1973, the day that I joined the Conservative Research Department. I was introduced to everybody by Charles Bellairs, the head of the Home Affairs Department, where I, the only woman, took up the type-cast post of desk officer for health and welfare. Tim was missing. "Ah yes", said Charles in his high-pitched voice, "You haven't met Tim Bainbridge yet. Tim is upstairs removing all references to growth from the Campaign Guide." This fixed the context firmly in my mind. The Heath government was already in trouble.

CRD under James Douglas was in those days a delightful, slightly ramshackle affair, operating from two elegant houses, numbers 24 and 34, in Old Queen Street, both in dire need of repair. On one side we looked into the Victorian offices of the Municipal Mutual Insurance Company, stacked with files all now probably kept on one CD; on the other side we looked out on to St James Park. At number 34 we worked to a background of military music from the Guards barracks up the road and of the quarrels of our landlord, a distressed peer, on the top floor. We wrote briefs for MPs, speeches for shadow ministers, and in some cases, most of the correspondence for lazy MPs who had lost enthusiasm for this tedious work. The results of our labours were carried to the Houses of Parliament or to Conservative Central Office by two members of the Corps of Commissionaires, always referred to as “the Sergeants”, who wore much be-medalled dark blue uniforms and moved about London with stately tread. I shared a room with Robin Turner, desk officer for Europe, and was soon aware that something was up as various MPs came and went, all looking hurried and rather confused. I asked who they were. He replied "Oh they're the European members, the people we are about to send to the European Parliament in Strasbourg".

It was not long before Tim was recruited to work for this Tory European team and word reached me from him that the job was a dream: one would be on the Continent with nothing much to do and terribly well paid. I applied as soon as I could and succeeded him in his job in Luxembourg, looking after various Committees, while he moved to Brussels. Once I had found Luxembourg on the map I took over his flat there in the rue Pierre de Coubertin and immediately found my O level French tested to the full because the electricity and gas had been cut off with the end of his lease, so my first night there was spent in the dark, from time to time banging into his early 19th century piano cum writing desk.

Generations do not cleanly succeed each other but overlap. Although we were born after the war we were not in fact so far away from it: Dunstan Curtis, the first Secretary General of the Conservative MEPs, who formed the European Conservative Group with the Danish Conservatives, had commanded the lead torpedo boat in the St Nazaire raid in 1942, when he was a Lieutenant in the RNVR. Five years later he had become deputy secretary general of the Council of Europe. Swords had been beaten into ploughshares – and filing cabinets – very fast. I once asked Sir Douglas Dodds Parker MP for Cheltenham and one of the early nominated MEPs, whether it had been strange to make the transition from the House of Commons to the European Parliament and be among strangers. He replied "Oh no – you see we knew them all from the Resistance". Those of us, like me, who initially baulked at air travel and made the journey by sea often found ourselves on ferries which contained plaques commemorating the part they had played at Dunkirk in 1940.

The mood was hopeful and constructive. There was still little cynicism about constructing a better world through European cooperation. Anyway in the mid 1970s Britain seemed to be going quietly down the drain and Europe held out the prospect of recovery and success in a new context. The aspirations that the Conservative MEPs had for the Parliament were best summed up in the speech that Sir Peter Kirk made on the 16 January 1973, at the first session the new British Conservative and Liberal Members attended (Labour sent no MEPs until after the referendum in June 1975):

A quarter of a century ago, as a young student I observed the great congress at The Hague from which all this sprang. It was the dead who called us then – the dead of countless battlefields through the ages and particularly those of the two suicidal civil wars which Europe has fought in this century. They call us still. The voice may be fainter now, the call obscured by the bureaucracy, power politics, the sheer frustration which has intervened since that time. But the call is still there, and it is for us more than for the other institutions of the Community. …Frail and frustrated though it may appear to be, this Parliament remains the last best hope of mankind   

The “Schuman” building where we worked in Luxembourg was new; our offices were comfortable, and well equipped. Gone were the days when we had to beg a roll of sellotape from the formidable Colonel Barbara Ridler, the quartermaster of CRD. (I once had to sign in triplicate for a new pair of scissors). In Luxembourg the authorities were generous with taxpayers' money. The Conservative leader, Sir Peter Kirk MP for Saffron Walden, was determined to take the best of Westminster traditions to Strasbourg. We prepared briefs for each item on our committee agendas (ourselves relying heavily on CBI views). We wrote the members' speeches and drafted their reports and amendments. Tim rapidly became an expert on the history and stance of the other political groups and parties represented in the Parliament. It was all very meticulously done and it was not surprising that when the Communist group set up shop they turned to the Conservative secretariat to help write their rules of procedure.... Tim and I were much amused once when Sir Peter Kirk came hurrying into the Parliament bar, where we were having a quiet drink, and announced dramatically, "Someone must come – the members are uncovered in the chamber".

When the Parliament was not in session we were left very much on our own and this was very different from the constant hurry of parliamentary life at Westminster. As Parliament staff we were officially based in Luxembourg but travelled to Strasbourg for six parliamentary sessions a year (six were held in Luxembourg itself), and to Brussels for Committee meetings: so for long periods we were in Luxembourg without the members. Fog was our great friend. Once the airport closed and the dreaded "Charter" remained on the ground at Stansted, the members never appeared at all and then we were free to do what we liked, finish our doctoral theses, or whatever. 

Over-paid, under-employed and over-educated it was not surprising that before long Tim and I were hard at work composing the all-purpose speech which could be given to any member on any occasion so long as one remembered to slot in the appropriate subject matter. Thus one began by thanking the rapporteur for his excellent report, stressed that this was a very important subject that should command much more attention as the EEC developed, pointed out that in some ways the Commission proposal was perhaps too ambitious, but that in others it did not go far enough, drew attention to the lessons that could learned from other countries, and stressed that it would be very necessary to return to the subject for a review of the effectiveness of what was proposed at an early stage. With this kind of structure a skilful wordsmith could spin out any subject for the requisite length with the minimum of effort.

In fact the members we worked with and for were an attractive and somewhat eccentric bunch. The original, nominated, group of peers and MPs contained Lord Lothian, and I was subsequently always amused to underline at Michael Ancram's constituency AGMs the fact that this meant he was the only Conservative party Chairman whose father was an MEP. Michael never, ever, referred to this fact in any context. We also had Lord St Oswald who had been badly wounded while working in SOE 30 years before and at whose amazing house, Nostell Priory, I once breakfasted surrounded by Poussins. We had John Osborn, Conservative MP, very probably the last Conservative MP ever for Sheffield Hallam. John's family were steel owners and if one telephoned to speak to him one got the authentic sounds of northern toil on the line while "Mr John" was summoned from a distant part of the factory. We had Sir Brandon Rhys Williams, early exponent of the single currency, whom Charles Fletcher Cooke MP christened "the fighting numeraire". We had Sir James Scott Hopkins MP for various places, who hid a deep commitment towards Britain’s European future behind a cavalier attitude to foreigners: Tim and I were amused to hear him mutter, when appointed to the first European Parliament delegation to Japan “Funny thing – last time I saw a Jap was on the end of my bayonet”.

Unfortunately the early pioneers who had employed us and appreciated our efforts soon disappeared. Sir Peter Kirk succumbed to a heart attack in 1977 at the early age of 44, and Dunstan Curtis retired to be replaced by Peter Minoprio. Tim had enjoyed working with Dunstan, a man of charm, intelligence and imagination, but despised "Minno" as a small minded bureaucrat. He expressed his frustration in a series of "small ads" for circulation during the duller debates. This produced "For sale: one part-used Secretary General, perfect English, good knowledge of hotel prices, fair resemblance human being. Responds well to instructions. A bargain at only £35,000 a year, or would exchange for current Luxair timetable. Offers to Kirk, Saffron Walden". The Parliament was beginning to lose its charm too:" For Sale: working model of the European Parliament 18 inches by 30. Complete with 198 miniature members, various officials, tiny headphones etc. Just add directives. At least as effective as the real thing. Yours for only £400million per annum". There was also the increasing problem of finding allies beyond the two not terribly compliant Danes (I recall the air of menace which Jim Scott Hopkins MEP always managed to inject into the phrase "Our Danish Friends".) This led to a "wanted" ad that still has some resonance today: “Wanted: small but eccentric group of MEPs seeks responsible, larger, more effective partners, with view to dominating European Parliament debates. Must have ideas, cash no problem. Replies in confidence to ‘Desperate’ Luxembourg”.

Tim eventually found his metier in working for the Conservative team on the then prestigious Political Affairs Committee, in advising our successive parliamentary leaders on how we could end the comparative political isolation of the British Conservatives in the European Parliament, and in putting together the Campaign Guide that was produced for each European election. We had a brief period of tripartite nationality, being joined by the Spanish Allianza Popular. When they left to join the Christian Democrat Group there was a long agony about whether we should join as well, whether they would have us, and if so, what adjustments we/they would have to make. To help things along Tim put together some Handy Hints for CDs as to how they should conduct themselves if unwise enough to accept invitations to political suppers in England. These included "Conversation about the weather is replete with sexual innuendo. If you choose to respond, it is customary to place your hand firmly but gently on your dinner-table companion's thigh". And "It is well-established practice, at the end of the evening, to remove some small souvenir: a silver spoon, for example, or a small porcelain ornament". And also "The English in particular, love their dogs, You should always leave the most succulent portion of meat on the plate and draw your hostess's attention to it with the words 'Doggie might like this'".
Apart from acting as wise counsellor in the European Parliament Tim brought his knowledge to a wider audience by writing the Penguin Companion to the European Union, a much needed work that has gone into many editions. Books were a passion with him, and the more recondite the subject or author the better. From this enthusiasm grew his collection of 19th century Baedeker travel guides. On at least one occasion they led him astray. I well remember his visit to Bruges, where he went armed with the 1890 Baedeker guide, no doubt justifying this by the fact that much that he should see was timeless anyway. But he got lost, because they had moved the station in 1913.

Tim was a rare colleague – an intellectual in the most workaday of worlds, whose insights and experience made our work more interesting and sometimes more bearable. I think he remained optimistic that an expanded European Union would find a modus vivendi, even though it might be a long way from the busy drive towards a dense network of new EU legislation that had characterised the 1980s and 1990s. No doubt he was looking forward to many more editions of the Guide, and to researching the more obscure political parties in Moldova and the Balkans. But above all Tim was fun to be with, and wore his learning lightly. Who but Tim could sum up the atmosphere in a European city so accurately in a single sentence? He went once to visit the luckless Danish Conservatives in Copenhagen. I had never been there and asked him what it was like. "Oh, the usual", he replied, "Drunken Danes being tattooed in basements".

Of course I still see Tim from time to time, usually when I walk through the crossroads formed by the big open space on the third floor of the Parliament building in Brussels. He's there with his usual mackintosh and battered brief case. Yes, I still see Tim, and I think I always will. 

