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Appendix A 

Their Lordships’ House  

A Writ of Summons to Parliament 

Elizabeth the Second by the Grace of God of the United 
Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland and of Our other Realms and 
Territories Queen Head of the Commonwealth Defender of the Faith to Our right 
trusty and well beloved Geoffrey Denis Erskine Russell of Ampthill in Our County of 
Bedford Chevalier 

Greeting Whereas  Our Parliament for arduous and urgent affairs concerning Us 
the state and defence of Our United Kingdom and the Church is now met at Our City 
of Westminster We strictly enjoining command you upon the faith and difficulty of the 
said affairs and dangers impending (waiving all excuses) you be personally present at 
Our aforesaid Parliament with Us and with the Prelates Nobles and Peers of Our said 
Kingdom to treat and give your counsel upon the affairs aforesaid And this as you 
regard Us and Our honour and the safety and defence of the said Kingdom and Church 
and dispatch of the said affairs in the twenty-fourth year of Our Reign.  

(Sir Denis Dobson) 

[Clerk of the Crown in Chancery and Permanent Secretary to the Lord Chancellor] 

In obedience to the royal writ of summons, Geoffrey, fourth Baron Ampthill, took his seat in the 

House of Lords on 25 May 1976. He recalled:  

Their Lordships were all extraordinarily nice and friendly. This was a drama they’d 
been living with for three years since my father died, and he was quite a popular 
member of the House. I don’t think he made an important contribution, but he was a 
good member inasmuch as he turned up at the divisions [votes].  

In his maiden speech on 14 July 1976 Geoffrey struck exactly the right notes of modesty, respect 

and humour. He dealt with a number of topics – among them, Britain’s failure to exploit the 

discoveries made by its scientists; the need to comfort labour in a time of high unemployment; the 

demand for the televising of Parliamentary proceedings. There were jokes. He deplored the media’s 

desire ‘to have a television camera, accompanied by a sharp-tongued reporter armed with prepared 

awkward questions, to follow Ministers from the time they shave in the morning till they kiss their 

wives goodnight’. It was a polished, witty performance, and drew many laughs.  

Geoffrey kept his head down in the next two years, making only one speech in each of them. In 

June 1977 he spoke in a debate on ‘The Arts in England and Wales’, dissenting from a Government 

report on the subject, and citing his experience as a theatre producer. In November 1978 he 
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proposed the annulment of an order on food pricing – something he knew about as the former 

general manager of Fortnum & Mason. His experience at the store was useful to their Lordships in 

another way. Patricia, Lady Llewellyn-Davies, the Chief Whip of the Labour Party in the Lords, 

knew of it and in 1980 she asked if he would like to run the Lords’ Refreshment Department. He 

took the task on. ‘I made it as good as I could – simple stuff, the sort of food that most of us like. 

The food didn’t become terrific, because I don’t think you can make the food very good in a place 

which only sits eight months out of the twelve. ‘  

One of his first tasks was to ease out Miss Wilson, the department’s manageress, who was 

stubbornly opposing all his suggestions. When he mentioned offering French cheese as well as the 

usual English cheeses, Miss Wilson hissed, ‘Their Lordships don’t eat French cheese.’ In 

desperation, Geoffrey smuggled in a wheel of Brie. He went into the bar and said to the peers 

drinking there, ‘If you would like to do me a favour, have a slice of the Brie on the sideboard.’ The 

peers demolished it within twenty minutes. ‘Miss Wilson was hopping mad, as you might expect,’ 

he recalled, and, ‘realizing that she was not going to be able to outsmart’ him, she soon resigned. In 

her place Geoffrey appointed a talented Italian, Signor Bibbiani.  

In 1989 Geoffrey achieved a coup for the Refreshment Department. Under the Royal Gallery were 

two vaulted undercroft rooms, marked on Sir Charles Barry’s plans of the Palace of Westminster. 

They were being used as storerooms by the House of Lords library – ‘and, as you know, no librarian 

will ever give up one inch of space because he knows he is going to need more space next year’. 

Geoffrey investigated and found that the rooms were being used to store old copies of Pravda. 

When he pointed this out to the chairman of the Library Committee, that lord said, ‘You win.’ 

Geoffrey was able to turn the two rooms into a restaurant. Layer upon layer of paint had to be 

removed from the stonework, using a process not unlike the waxing that strips hair off women’s 

legs and some men’s chests. Luckily the stone underneath was found to be of excellent quality. 

Woodrow Wyatt wrote in his diary for 12 June 1989:  

In the evening Geoffrey Ampthill gave us dinner in his new grill room. It is called the 
Barry Room.  

It has the functional purpose of supporting weight of floors above; with lovely arches 
and the old stonework cleaned it looked absolutely charming,  

He gave us no end of 1981 Château Batailley fifth growth, extremely good.  

In his plans for reorganizing the House’s catering, Geoffrey suffered one defeat, which he recalled 

with a mixture of ruefulness and amusement.  
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There is a room which is obviously and technically in the confines of the House of 
Lords, on the principal floor. It is on the edge where the building becomes the House 
of Commons, and it’s known as the Pugin Room – a very attractive room. It was 
traded in 1907 by their Lordships, who had no particular use for it but did urgently 
need another committee room upstairs. We gained a room on the committee corridor 
and we allowed. the Commons to have the Pugin Room, but they made very little use 
of it. So I started negotiating with my opposite number, Charles Irving, a delightful 
man who had been Member for Cheltenham for a long time. He and I used to have 
lunch with each other at least once a year at alternate ends of the building, and he 
agreed it was ridiculous. I said: ‘What we need is to turn the Pugin Room into one in 
which there is joint access for members of both Houses; and either of us will be able to 
buy a drink for the other, with no embarrassment.’ I said I didn’t mind whether he, as 
chairman of the House of Commons catering, or I, as chairman of the refreshment 
department of the House of Lords, ran it – though perhaps it might be a good idea for 
him to run it as the price of booze in the House of Commons was 35 per cent lower 
than it was in the Lords.  

We got absolute agreement about this joint room. The Commons thought the idea had 
its merits. Willie Whitelaw was Leader and I told him I thought we were going to be 
able to win this one. ‘Excellent!’ he said, and he called a meeting at five o’clock one 
afternoon in his room, as being the senior Leader – I think [John] Silkin was Leader of 
the Commons.  

Anyway, we duly assembled at five o’clock, but there was no Willie. We stood around 
chatting about anything other than this matter. And eventually, nearly a quarter of an 
hour late, Willie arrived, absolutely puce in the face, and his eyes sticking out even 
further than usual. He had come straight from one of his at least once, if not twice a 
day, meetings with Margaret [Thatcher], and he’d obviously lost the argument and had 
been given the handbagging of a lifetime. He took the chair and proceeded to 
mishandle the meeting in a way that I’d never seen him do before. He was horrid to 
my nice friend from the other end. I started off by saying, ‘The food is so much better 
since he took charge.’ Willie said: ‘The food is terrible at the other end.’ The thing just 
collapsed. We were both disheartened about it. It had taken a couple of years to get the 
idea carried, and I’d even gone so far – you know they have green carpets down the 
other end, we have red – I’d even gone so far as to sneak a red carpet into the Pugin 
Room over one summer recess, before this disaster happened. And the Commons 
members had been delighted. They took their guests there. It is used mainly for tea and 
visitors. And the Commons have got so much entertainment. They’ve got about 
twenty-eight outlets and we’ve only got six. It would have been an ideal way for Lords 
and Commons to meet on equal terms, and it’s a tragedy it hasn’t happened.  

As chairman of the Refreshment Committee, Geoffrey was automatically on the Administration 

Committee, the Finance Committee and the House Committee (in those days called the Officers’ 

Committee). It was soon realized that he was a very competent committee man. ‘A Chief Whip or 

two saw that Uncle Geoffrey did actually know how to do that sort of thing.’ So he was appointed 

to other committees, and chaired a number of them. One of the most significant of these was the 

Select Committee on the Channel Tunnel, set up in 1987. He referred to it in April 2001 when 

paying tribute to Malcolm, Lord Shepherd, who had been Leader of the House between 1974 and 

1976.  
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Several very experienced Members of the House were appointed to the committee, but 
when I learned that Malcolm had agreed to serve, my heart rose. I fixed it so that he 
sat next to me and periodically, during the course of the thirty-five sitting days held 
upstairs, compressed into two months, he would murmur, ‘Watch it, mate,’ when he 
perceived that I was heading into a situation which could result in some trouble. 
Thanks to him, I mostly managed to scramble clear.  

When the Channel Tunnel Rail Link Bill was passed in November 1996, Viscount Goschen 

complimented Geoffrey on his chairmanship. ‘The way in which the Select Committee was 

conducted was a credit to the noble Lord and indeed to all its members. A remarkable amount was 

achieved in what was a comparatively short time.’ Lord Clinton-Davis, for the Opposition, also 

praised Geoffrey’s work, though he was (predictably) ‘not prepared to give the Minister and his 

officials a general plaudit’. Lord Shaw of Northstead, who had served on the Committee, said:  

When the seven members of the committee met for the first time we were not well 
known to each other. However, during the course of those two months we became one 
of the best parliamentary committee teams that I have ever come across. That was 
largely due to the leadership that we enjoyed from the noble Lord, Lord Ampthill. He 
sometimes hides his goodwill beneath a somewhat stern appearance, but it is not long 
before goodwill becomes absolutely apparent ... Working with him we were 
completely in harmony throughout all our meetings during those two months.  

Only four years after taking his seat, Geoffrey had begun moving up the hierarchy of House of 

Lords office-holders when he became Deputy Chairman of Committees. In 1982 he was made a 

deputy Speaker, and ten years later he became Chairman of Committees, the most senior office in 

the House under the Lord Chancellor. He recalled:  

A very nice man had been doing the job for sixteen years – Lord Aberdare, the great 
expert on real tennis. He had very obviously run out of steam and had not had a vast 
experience of business. They needed somebody with business experience. It was the 
time when ‘Tory sleaze’ was rife in the Commons and the whole House of Lords got 
windy at the possibility that we were not running our financial affairs as correctly as 
we should. In fact, there was nothing in the world to worry about – but, anyway, they 
asked would I do it.  

A cross-bencher had never done it before. It had always been Buggins’ turn, 
alternating between the Labour Party and the Conservatives. I was very happy to do it. 
I’m afraid Maurice Aberdare was not very happy to go: it is one of the few paid jobs in 
the House.  

Geoffrey’s first object was to gain more space for the peers. He got on very well with the then Lord 

Chancellor, Lord Mackay, who was persuaded to move a section of his department out of the Palace 

of Westminster, vacating twenty-two rooms. Geoffrey also had his eye on Nos. 6 and 7 Old Palace 

Yard, a 1740s building directly opposite the Lords’ front door, with a Palladian façade. It contained 

twenty-four rooms, mainly used by MPs to house their private secretaries. He approached Betty 
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Boothroyd, who was Speaker of the Commons when he was Chairman of Committees in the Lords. 

He said, ‘I do want the two Houses to get on better.’ They had dinner together and she said, ‘I 

agree. We can probably do without that building.’  

In 1992 John Wells visited the House of Lords as part of the research for his book on the House – 

though that was not published until 1997. He had arranged to meet Major Peter Horsfall, 

superintendent of the Lords’ staff, at the Peers’ entrance. Horsfall had telephoned him a few days 

earlier, sounding worried. ‘I’ve just seen Lord Ampthill and he seems to have heard about me 

showing you all round the building. “What’s this I hear, Peter, about you giving Wells a tour of the 

Palace?” I think it’ll be all right, but he’d like you to come and see him.’ While waiting for Horsfall, 

Wells was accosted by Jo Grimond, the former Liberal leader, who said, ‘Have they made you a 

lord? What a splendid idea!’ Wells explained that he had been sent for by Lord Ampthill. Grimond 

shook his head. ‘Oh dear, oh dear, oh dear. He’s one of the prefects. You’d better stick a cushion 

down your trousers!’ 

Then the doorkeeper called Wells’s name and told him that Lord Ampthill’s secretary would meet 

him at the top of the stairs. Wells walked up, past the heraldry and stone escutcheons, and the 

secretary led him along red-carpeted corridors to the office of the Lord Chairman of Committees. 

As we have seen, Geoffrey was later to feel somewhat betrayed by Wells; but their acquaintance 

began sunnily enough. Although Wells was sometimes inaccurate, he had a keen journalist’s (and 

mimic’s) power to evoke a person, and in his book he described and astutely assessed the Chairman 

of Committees at near the height of his authority in the House.  

Lord Ampthill was sitting at his desk, bespectacled and youthful-looking for a man of 
seventy. He gave me a warm smile, shook my hand and indicated a table in the middle 
of the room littered with black-and-white photographs of a West End show. Jonathan 
Miller and I had directed Leonard Bernstein’s Candide in 1989. In the days before he 
inherited the peerage, Lord Ampthill, as Geoffrey Russell the impresario, had put on 
the first English production twenty-five years earlier. The photographs were by Tony 
Armstrong-Jones, now the Earl of Snowdon ... and showed the young Denis Quilley as 
Candide posing against sets by Lord Snowdon’s uncle, Oliver Messel. [The sets were 
actually by Osbert Lancaster.] This made surprising common ground, and by the time 
we had had a drink and gone down to lunch we were getting on like a house on fire.  

Over lunch, Wells found Geoffrey ‘breezy and informal’. Geoffrey told him: ‘The Lords don’t drink 

so much. You can get pissed that end for thirty per cent less than you can this end. That’s because 

they charge less. We charge the going rate. Catering in the House of Commons costs the taxpayer 

three and a half million in subsidies, the House of Lords only three hundred and fifty thousand.’ 

Geoffrey kept Wells entertained with amusing stories – ‘yet I was aware that the lunch was not 

purely lunch for the sake of it’, Wells wrote.  
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As the former manager of a successful grocer’s, Lord Ampthill was selling me the 
House of Lords as an efficient modem business. ‘The House of Lords costs twenty-
three million a year to run, the House of Commons a hundred and sixteen million. The 
European Parliament, as a matter of interest, costs three hundred and ninety-one 
million.’ But, as a former West End theatre manager, he was also selling it to me as a 
damn good show. There was backstage planning, to work out for instance a timetable 
for each session of Parliament. But what you saw in the Parliament Chamber was the 
Upper House at work.  

As Chairman of Committees, Geoffrey’s own rôle in that work was gruelling. In 2005 he said:  

You chair private Bills – private Bills are anything but private, really, but that’s what 
they’re called. For example, Westminster City Council decided it wanted to clean up 
Soho, and get rid of the ambiguous phrase ‘sex outlets’ – which could mean harmless 
Ann Summers or much sleazier places; so it had a private Bill which gave it authority 
to close down a large proportion of hard-core establishments.  

You chair the private Bills sitting solo. You are also principal taker-over from the 
Lord Chancellor. And you do the first stint on the Woolsack; and, as you are being 
paid, it is thought to be a sporting gesture that you do another shift late at night at least 
once a week.  

You are chairing all these committees on which I’ve served – finance, administration 
and so on. You are chairman of the Privileges Committee – deferring, in a case like 
mine, to the Law Lords, because you need their services, obviously.  

When Geoffrey stood down as Chairman of Committees in November 1994, handsome tributes to 

him were paid by all Parties. Viscount Cranborne, for the Conservatives in power, said:  

My Lords, in moving the adjournment, I wonder whether your Lordships would allow 
me to pay tribute to the work of the noble Lord, Lord Ampthill, who, as Lord 
Chairman for the past two and a half years, has presided over a quiet 
administrative revolution in the way in which the House is run... As chairman of 
the main domestic committees of the House, he has seen the House assume direct 
responsibility for accommodation and works and for expenditure on printing and 
papers. This in turn has meant a restructuring of House committees and the 
establishment of a proper means for securing sound financial management. We shall 
soon see the results of some of his labours in the total refurbishment of 6 and 7 Old 
Palace Yard, to be occupied by the House at Christmas, and in the facilities in the 
South Return and on the ground floor of the building which will become available in 
due course.  

These major improvements in administration have been accomplished without any 
lessening in the ordinary duties of this ancient office – the manning of the Woolsack, 
presiding when the House is in Committee, chairing the Procedure Committee at a 
time of considerable procedural change and the smooth conduct of private legislation. 
The noble Lord has shown very great energy in the post. This time last year his work 
was considerably increased by the sad and temporary absence of Black Rod through ill 
health. But I feel that all of your Lordships will agree that he was more than equal to 
the challenge and that he has driven forward changes which the House wanted and 
needed.  
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On a more personal note, I am most grateful for his courtesy to me in particular when I 
first became Leader of your Lordships’ House. It is something that I greatly 
appreciated. The feeling that I received during our conversations was that everything 
he did was animated by a desire above all to serve your Lordships’ House and I am 
pleased to hear from him that in his retirement his aim is to continue to do so. We all 
thank him most warmly and wish him well for the future.  

Lord Richard, for the Labour Party, said:  

My Lords, perhaps the House will allow me to associate the Opposition with the 
words of the Leader of the House to the noble Lord, Lord Ampthill – I hope that he is 
here. The noble Lord has now served the House as Chairman of Committees for some 
years. He has done so with competence, good humour and a genuine desire to 
accommodate. The House should note his achievements during the Sessions while he 
has been Chairman of Committees. As the noble Lord the Leader of the House said, 
they have not been easy years. A great deal of unsung work had to be done. It was 
done; it was done efficiently, and it was done well. On behalf of the Opposition, I 
should like to express our gratitude to the noble Lord, Lord Ampthill, for the way in 
which he has chaired our committees during the past two Sessions.  

Lord Jenkins of Hillhead, for the Liberal Democrats, said:  

My Lords, this afternoon we have to bid farewell to the noble Lord, Lord Ampthill, as 
Chairman of Committees and to thank him for the services that he has rendered in that 
capacity although within quite a short compass. It so happens that in the course of the 
past few weeks I have, as it were, encountered the careers of two previous holders of 
the Barony of Ampthill. It seems to me that they illustrated the qualities for which we 
have particular reason to be grateful to the present Lord Ampthill.  

 
As your Lordships will know, the first Lord Ampthill was perhaps the most notable 
diplomat of the second half of the 19th century. I refer to Lord Odo Russell, who, 
having been ambassador to Constantinople, was ambassador to Berlin at the time of 
the Congress of Berlin.  

He related a story of how Odo had diplomatically dissuaded Disraeli from making his plenary 

speech in French.* 

That illustrates that tact is an hereditary quality. We have found the noble Lord, Lord 
Ampthill, very tactful in the discharge of his duties.  

 
The second Lord Ampthill was the Governor of Madras and, as such, was called upon 
to be acting Viceroy during Lord Curzon’s long leave in the summer and autumn of 
1904. He discharged those duties admirably and quietly, so much so that some people 
wished that he might have stayed on longer. I think that there has been an aspect of 
that, too, in the performance of the noble Lord, Lord Ampthill.  

 
At any rate, we thank the noble Lord, Lord Ampthill, warmly – at least I do – for his 
sense of public service which puts him fully in the traditions of those two illustrious 

*  A version of this story is given in Appendix C, Lord Odo Russell, first Lord Ampthill. 
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forbears, and for the style and amiability with which he has conducted his duties, 
which has certainly made it a pleasure for me to sit under his crisp chairmanship 
during many committees in the Moses Room.  

Geoffrey’s skills as a chairman were still much in demand after he ceased to be Chairman of 

Committees. Notably, as we have seen, he chaired select committees on both the Channel Tunnel 

Bill and the Channel Tunnel Rail Link Bill. Outside the House of Lords, too, Geoffrey took on 

significant rôles. He became a director of United Newspapers in 1981; a director of Express 

Newspapers in 1985 and deputy chair, 1989-98. He explained:  

Deputy chairman is a nice job but a frustrating one in some respects, inasmuch as you 
have to tread a little bit warily so as not to seem to be trying to do the chairman’s job. 
Of course you chair the meeting if he happens to be away in America, or wherever. As 
we grew as a company, about 60 per cent of our business became based in America 
and in many respects we were more successful over there than we were in the UK. But 
we were extremely successful, as the figures demonstrate. David Stevens never really 
cared for me to get my nose into the editorial world; he felt that was his province. It 
inhibited me. They all said, ‘Why can’t we see more of you?’ and I said ‘The deputy 
shouldn’t poke his nose into things which are for the managing director.’  

In 1989 gossip columnists were linking Lord Stevens’s name with that of Geoffrey’s ex-wife 

Elisabeth, whose divorce from him had taken place in 1987, the same year Stevens was ennobled as 

Baron Stevens of Ludgate. Woodrow Wyatt wrote in his diary on 19 November 1989:  

 
Rupert [Murdoch] rang from Australia from an aeroplane.  

I told him about David Stevens being distressed at persecution from Today over 
Elisabeth Ampthill whom they claim he is going to marry and whom he hasn’t seen 
for eight months. She is the ex-wife of his co-director, Geoffrey Ampthill, on the 
United Newspapers, Daily Express, etc.  

Rupert broke in and said, ‘David Montgomery [at that time editor of Today] is a 
bastard for doing that and I’ll put a stop to it.’  

In fact, Stevens took, as his third wife, in 1990, Meriza Giori.  

In 1992 Geoffrey was co-founder of the London Helicopter Emergency Service, which he chaired 

for five years. It was funded by Express Newspapers.  

It cost us nearly a million a year. I was made chairman of it because David Stevens 
had enough to do. It is the most valuable thing that you can possibly do, because of 
‘the golden hour’ – if you have a serious accident or heart attack, there is a golden 
hour in which you can achieve things which, if they are delayed for longer than that, 
you cannot. The helicopter is operated within the M25, including the M25 – they have 
to go there very frequently, there are often accidents there. And we have 
unquestionably, because of it, saved hundreds of lives. On board there is a doctor and 
a paramedic and two pilots, because they land in the most extraordinarily difficult 
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places. Twice or thrice they’ve landed in Oxford Circus, needing a policeman to clear 
it.  

When Lord Hollick took over Express Newspapers, he sold the helicopter service to Richard 

Branson and Virgin. 

Considering the tribulations that Christabel and Geoffrey had suffered to ensure that he took his seat 

in the House of Lords, it was exquisitely ironic that he had to spend much of his time, in the years 

after 1997, battling against the Labour Government’s attempts to strip the hereditary peers of their 

political powers. An interim arrangement was agreed in 1999.  

A haggling took place [Geoffrey said] between the then Lord Chancellor, Derry Irvine, 
and Lord Cranborne, as he then was – now Lord Salisbury. It was really a question of 
just bargaining as to how many of the hereditaries should be retained. It was accepted 
by Derry that some should be kept, the place couldn’t function without some of us. It 
was eventually agreed that ten per cent of approximately nine hundred peers would be 
hereditaries – so it came down to ninety. Suddenly, as an afterthought, it became 
ninety-two because there had to be an Earl Marshal, a hereditary job; and the other 
was the Lord Great Chamberlain – Cholmondeley at present. So the answer came out 
at ninety-two. Some of us office-holders – I had ceased to be Chairman of 
Committees, but qualified as a deputy Speaker – were elected by the whole House. 
The others were all chosen by their own parties, proportionately to their membership. 
It was known as ‘the Cull’.  

Cranborne carried out these negotiations in secret. When his Party leader, William 
Hague, heard about them he was furious. He walked across to Robert’s room and 
Robert told Hague, ‘I’m going to resign as a result of your unhappiness at the deal I’ve 
done.’ At which Hague is supposed to have said (I was not in the room – there were 
only four or five people in the room), ‘I am not accepting your resignation. I’m going 
to sack you.’ It was so ungracious. When somebody resigns, that’s it. Hague is a nice 
boy – he was just a bit too young and inexperienced.  

All the hereditary peers, including Geoffrey, were asked to write a summary of the reasons why 

their fellow peers should vote for them. In a tasteless comment on this situation in The Guardian, 

Francis Wheen wrote: 

[Geoffrey Ampthill] joined the Upper House in 1976 after a two-year battle with his 
younger half-brother – who pointed out that the marriage of Geoffrey’s parents was 
unconsummated... Her husband engaged in ‘Hunnish practices’, otherwise known as 
masturbation... I fear [Geoffrey] has missed a Unique Selling Point here. Of all the 
candidates in next week’s election, Ampthill is the only one who can justly claim to 
have earned his seat in Parliament by proving that his father was a wanker.  

In the years after the Cull, Geoffrey Ampthill had some trenchant things to say about House of 

Lords reform. In November 2001 the Government published a new White Paper proposing the 
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election of 20 per cent of peers and the axing of the hereditaries. In a debate on the White Paper on 

9 January 2002, he made ‘the rudest speech I have ever made’.  

My Lords, I am about to displease a large proportion of the eighteen speakers who 
have already addressed the House and especially, I am about to displease the 
Government ...  

Although the Government deserve credit for grasping the nettle ... they deserve little 
credit for the manner in which they have proceeded and are proceeding. Consensus 
could have been reached whereby the majority of hereditary Peers who never played a 
part in our work could have been induced to retire by existing mechanisms ...  

As usual, Geoffrey did not just slang the Government. He had some practical ideas. The House 

should be called the Senate: he was sure that those who became members would prefer to be 

senators than to have the insignificant ‘ML’ after their names. Half the House would be elected. 

However, in a speech just over a year later (21 January 2003), he expressed ‘penitence’ for this last 

suggestion.  

After being extremely unpleasant about [the Government’s White Paper] (as were the 
majority of your Lordships), in an endeavour to be constructive, I came forward with 
the 50/50 option of appointed and elected. In the year that has elapsed, I have come to 
believe that a hybrid House will never work ...  

No matter what the proportions, the elected Members will inevitably feel themselves 
to be superior beings to the rest. The remarkable effectiveness of the House over the 
centuries and continuing to this day will no longer be there.  

I am in favour of a 100 per cent appointed House ...  

Much of the work of the House of Lords consists of scrutinizing legislation: proposing and 

considering amendments to Bills. In the 2002-03 session, for example, the Lords considered 9,782 

amendments. The House has no general power of veto over legislation, but it sometimes puts a view 

different from that of the Commons, by amending Bills and asking the Commons – and the 

Government – to ‘think again’. On some of the issues on which it is defeated, the Government 

offers compromise amendments – on the Licensing Bill and the Communications Bill, for instance.  

As for himself, Geoffrey was still sitting as a Deputy Speaker in his mid-eighties, as he had done for 

the last twenty-three years. ‘I can sleepwalk it,’ he said – and a sudden irreverent memory surfaced 

of how it was once suggested he might have been conceived. ‘I understand the House. It becomes 

almost instinctual. You can sometimes stop a division taking place which wastes a quarter of an 

hour, when it’s obviously only a tiny group of people who want it. Or a newly arrived young peer 

may be getting a little bumptious, and I’ll say: “If the noble Lord would kindly restrain himself for a 

moment ...”’ 

The Virgin’s Baby Appendix A; Their Lordships’ House Page | 10 



© Bevis Hillier 2013 

No one has ever held the office of Deputy Speaker longer than Geoffrey Ampthi1l. In 2005 he was 

still crisp in his rulings and often witty in his interventions, though he admitted he did not 

remember all the new peers’ names. He finally stood down in 2007. 
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