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Appendix D 

Oliver, Second Lord Ampthill 

 

One writer of a book on the Russell family has suggested that the sixteenth-century second Earl of 

Bedford was as distinguished a man as the first Earl – ‘though he lacked one thing which had. 

certainly helped his father in his early career, that of exceptional good looks’. While we can agree 

about the unprepossessing phiz, the rest of the statement is debatable. The first Earl was too 

outstanding to bear comparison. However, one could make a good case that the second Lord 

Ampthill was as remarkable as his father.  

He was a golden boy, a ‘swell’ at both Eton and Oxford. He became private secretary to Joseph 

Chamberlain at the Colonial Office. At thirty-one he was appointed Governor of Madras; at thirty-

five, acting Viceroy of India while Lord Curzon was back in England. Visionary far beyond most of 

his class, he was concerned about the way Indians were treated by the British, and was of great 

support to the young Gandhi. He was also an important figure in the career of that strange soldier-

explorer-mystic, Sir Francis Younghusband. In five other spheres Amptill was prominent: in 

enlarging the Territorial Army; with Baron Coubertin, in the Olympic movement; as a leading 

Freemason; as chairman of John Logie Baird’s television company; and in the Magic Circle. 

Though he did not live to see it, and would certainly not have applauded it, the independence of 

India in 1947 owed something to him.  

Arthur Oliver Villiers Russell (usually known as Oliver) was born at the Palazzo Chigi, Rome, 

where as we have seen his father was on special service, in 1869. After Eton, where he was captain 

of boats, president of the Eton society (‘Pop’) and president of the literary society, he went up to 

New College, Oxford – ‘a remarkably handsome, tall young man of splendid physique and great 

personal charm’.* His Times obituary added that ‘His simple, straightforward character and 

unassuming friendliness brought him unbounded popularity. His was a nature that no success could 

spoil...’  

He was a celebrated oarsman. He rowed in the Eton eight at Henley between 1886 and 1888. He 

was in the losing Oxford eight in 1889 but in the two following years he took part in the beginning 

of a long series of Oxford victories. He won the Oxford University Boat Club Pairs in 1889-90 and 

*  Obituary, The Times, 8 July 1935. 
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the Silver Goblets with Guy Nickalls at Henley in 1890 and 1891, and was in the winning Leander 

eight for the Grand at Henley in 1891. 

On Boat Race Day, 21 March 1891, he was caricatured – as his father had been – by ‘Spy’ in Vanity 

Fair (Colour Plate 3). 

The text which accompanied the caricature included this passage: 

At Oxford he has begun his school career over again, having been chosen President of 
the University Boat Club and of the Union Society; for which last office he beat an 
Archbishop’s son by six votes. 

He is a very tall, very agreeable, and good-looking young man, with a long, strong 
back, which is worth much in a boat. He is a Freemason and a Liberal Unionist, 
though he has not yet become famous in the House of Lords. He intends to devote 
himself to the management of Foreign Affairs. He can shoot. 

He has many friends who call him ‘Dick’. 

In 1894, at twenty-five, he joined Baron Coubertin and other sporting celebrities on the first 

International Olympic Committee. In the same year he married Lady Margaret Lygon, third 

daughter of the sixth Earl Beauchamp by his first marriage. (There was scandal in her family: her 

brother, the 7th Earl Beauchamp, had to live abroad because of an accusation of homosexuality 

made against him by his brother-in-law, the Duke of Westminster. Evelyn Waugh based Lord 

Marchmain, in Brideshead Revisited, on him, though he gave him a mistress; probably, too, the 

decadent Lord Sebastian Flyte in that novel was inspired by Lady Margaret’s nephew, Waugh’s 

friend Hugh Lygon.) Lady Margaret was appointed a Woman of the Bedchamber to Queen Mary in 

1911. In 1893 Joseph Chamberlain chose Ampthill to be his assistant private secretary at the 

Colonial Office, and two years later he advanced him to be private secretary. Ampthill was with 

him during the first part of the Boer War – from ‘Black Week’ (December l899), during which the 

British suffered three defeats, to just beyond the relief of Mafeking.  

In the autumn of 1900, Ampthill was appointed Governor of Madras in succession to Sir Arthur 

Havelock – Ampthill was the last appointed Indian governor of Queen Victoria’s reign. Havelock 

had complained to Ampthill’s cousin, Lord George Hamilton, who was Secretary of State for India, 

that Lord Curzon was centralizing unduly the work of the Indian government and bullying his 

subordinates. Ampthill, in Madras, made an engaging contrast: ‘[He] devoted a good deal of time to 

personal interviews and travelling, and to bustling up the whole administration’. However, Ampthill 

was no softie. He could be aggressive. David Dilks writes, in Curzon in India (1969):  
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Within a few months of arriving, Amptill had convinced himself that Curzon in 
particular and the Government of India in general had their knives into Madras. He 
complained angrily of the tone of a letter written to him by the Viceroy [Lord George]. 
Hamilton took a different view and told him in a kindly way that the Madras 
Government were not blameless and that it was unwise to get into the bad books of the 
superior authority at Calcutta except for a very good cause. He added that Curzon had 
more than once spoken favourably of Ampthill’s work. Ampthill withdrew his letter; 
Curzon confessed that he had not intended to use wounding language; Hamilton 
remarked urbanely that those accustomed to use forcible terms in debate retain the 
language of parliamentary warfare in less stormy atmospheres. He assured Ampthill, 
quite rightly, that Curzon would not esteem him the less for fighting on behalf of the 
government of Madras. Curzon’s character and career cannot be understood unless it 
is realised that he wrote and spoke in an unvarnished way, abhorring, as he once 
remarked, the diplomatic lie. He expected others to do likewise and to accept his 
method, an expectation by no means invariably fulfilled. Lord George, who knew all 
this, explained it to Ampthill.  

Ampthill was again incensed with Curzon when the Viceroy staged his great Durbar (reception) of 

1902. The guest of honour was the Duke of Connaught, a son of Queen Victoria. It was a rule of 

protocol that the Viceroy must take precedence over everybody except the reigning sovereign. 

Curzon himself thought it ‘rather absurd that he should have to appear everywhere as the central 

figure in the presence of the King’s brother’. But he adhered to the rule, and as a result some people 

thought he had arranged the entire Durbar for his own glorification. Ampthill certainly thought 

Curzon was giving himself airs, and made a strong complaint to Lord George Hamilton. He, whose 

father had been Viceroy in Ireland, understood the issue: if the Duke of Connaught were allowed to 

take precedence in India, appeals might be made to him against government decisions and the same 

sort of thing could happen in other countries of the British Empire. Hamilton smacked down 

Ampthill’s angry claim that Curzon had deliberately slighted the Duke and the Governors of 

Madras and Bombay. The Duke made no complaint, but congratulated Curzon on his masterful 

organization of the event.  

There was (surprisingly, in view of Ampthill’s sympathetic later dealings with Indian nationalists) 

more trouble between him and Curzon over the Viceroy’s attempts to curb the racism of British 

soldiers. When one of Ampthill’s aides killed an Indian (allegedly by ‘a push with the foot’), 

Curzon felt the Governor reacted with insufficient outrage and forced the official’s resignation.  

Though Ampthill was still only thirty-five, he was senior Presidency Governor at the end of April 

1904, when Curzon resigned to come home for a holiday with the promise of reappointment for two 

years. He was appointed acting Viceroy. It looked as if he might hold the post for some time: 

Curzon had irascibly refused to accept a mere six to eight weeks’ holiday after five and a half years’ 

continuous toil in the Indian climate. Such an offer, he told Hamilton, was ‘like handing a glass of 
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Kümmel to a thirsty miner fresh from the mouth of the pit’. In fact Ampthill was Viceroy for seven 

and a half months.  

One of the matters that demanded his attention from the start was Colonel Francis Younghusband’s 

expedition to Tibet. In May 1903 Curzon had summoned the forty-year-old Younghusband – who 

hero-worshipped him – to Simla. He told him he wanted him to go to Tibet – ‘There is no man in 

the whole of India who could do it better than you.’ With its location between China, India and 

Russia, Tibet had a unique strategic importance. But the Tibetans had become troublesome 

neighbours. They were not keeping to the terms of a treaty which China had made on their behalf 

and were apparently trying to have secret dealings with the Russians. As Younghusband’s masterly 

biographer, Patrick French, observes, Curzon saw it was pointless to try to negotiate with Tibet 

through China. He had attempted a direct approach; but his letters to the Dalai Lama were returned 

unread – the kind of insult that the ‘superior person’ was the last man in the world to brook.  

Curzon told Younghusband that his (Curzon’s) idea of sending a mission to Lhasa had not been 

sanctioned in London; Younghusband was not to go to Lhasa, but just get over the Tibetan border. 

But he left Younghusband in no doubt that an advance to the heart of Tibet was his ultimate aim. 

Younghusband thought of his expedition as ‘the taming of the Dalai Lama’.  

He and his party, soon strengthened by five hundred sepoys of the 32nd Sikh Pioneers, crossed 

from Sikkim into Tibet on 18 July 1903. The next day he met the Dalai Lama’s chief secretary and 

listed the Indian government’s grievances against Tibet: that the Viceroy’s letters had been returned 

unread; Sikkim’s boundaries were not respected; and Indian trade with Tibet was restricted. The 

Tibetans were sulkily unresponsive and insisted that Younghusband should return to Sikkim before 

any further talks .  

In October, Curzon again summoned Younghusband to Simla. At the Viceroy’s council, with 

Younghusband seated beside him, Curzon recommended an advance into the Chumbi Valley and 

possibly as far as Gyantse. As usual, the council rubber-stamped Curzon’s wishes. For two months 

Curzon had been trying to persuade London that a substantial military advance into Tibet was 

necessary. A somewhat farcical ‘incident’ gave him his pretext, when Tibetan troops attacked 

Nepalese yaks – ‘an overt act of hostility’.  

The British government did not want to get snarled up in an unpopular adventure; but Curzon 

argued that, if the Tibetans refused to negotiate, a further advance into their country was the only 

solution. Grudgingly, St John Brodrick, the new Secretary of State for India, and Kitchener, 

Commander-in-Chief in India, agreed. Younghusband was made Commissioner for Tibetan Frontier 
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Matters. In January 1904 he began to move out of the Chumbi Valley and up to the snowy plains of 

Tibet. At Chumi Shengo the invading force massacred 628 Tibetans, with no casualties of their own 

– ‘pure butchery’, Younghusband contritely admitted. The force charged on to Gyantse, the third 

largest town in Tibet. Curzon, who was now leaving for his long break in England, sent 

Younghusband a case of champagne. On 5 May, the Tibetans launched a night raid on the invaders’ 

camp. It was repulsed. The British-led force retaliated on 7 May, overpowering the Tibetans at the 

Karo Pass at 18,500 feet ‘the highest skirmish in military history’,  

Younghusband reported the victory to Ampthill, who had now taken over from Curzon as acting 

Viceroy. Ampthill was not nearly as convinced a supporter of Younghusband as Curzon, and he 

allowed himself to be browbeaten by Kitchener, whose great object (eventually more or less 

achieved) was to wrest control of the army from the civil power. Younghusband ‘felt abandoned’. 

And, as Patrick French puts it, ‘he foolishly tried to stampede the new Viceroy into action’.  

With masonry tumbling on to his head and lice crawling into his scratchy beard, 
[Younghusband] fired off a telegram:  

  Gyantse 20th May:  

Evident Lhasa monks are raising whole country against us; and are relying 
on, and probably receiving, outside support. I consider advance to Lhasa shd. 
be something more than for purpose of taking Mission to negotiate. No result 
will be obtained till power of Lhasa monks is thoroughly broken ...  

Lord Ampthill was most disturbed, knowing full well the British Government would 
never sanction action of this kind, and that Kitchener and the military authorities 
would use the telegram as further ammunition against the unstable 
Commissioner.Younghusband’s suggestion matched the tone of another of his letters a 
fortnight earlier, which insisted they should ‘smash those selfish filthy lecherous 
Lamas’. With nervous fingers, Ampthill removed the offending documents from the 
official file.  

The thruster had overreached himself. He must have known the telegram would 
infuriate the desk-bound government servants who controlled his Mission; yet he sent 
it... ‘This telegram is distinctly petulant in tone,’ noted the Viceroy with a 
headmasterly air. ‘The prolonged strain, the disappointment and the trying climate are 
telling on Colonel Younghusband’s nerves... He is going off the rails.’  

However, Ampthill was anxious to do what he thought the absent Curzon would wish to be done; 

and he knew that Curzon had a lot of time for Younghusband. So he granted the colonel permission 

to advance to Lhasa. The Dalai Lama was told that he had until 25 June 1904 to send negotiators to 

Gyantse. The Kalon Lama, monk minister of the Kashag (Tibetan cabinet), refused to accept or 

even read this instruction. Younghusband was summoned back to the Chumbi Valley for talks with 
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his masters, surviving a Tibetan ambush. Ampthill, Kitchener and the weak General James 

Macdonald, leading the expedition’s troops, were firmly opposed to wintering in Lhasa.  

The Commissioner, not for the first time, threatened to resign; Ampthill persuaded him not to do so. 

Younghusband invited the Tibetans to a durbar as a last chance to negotiate; when this proved 

fruitless, he ordered an assault on the fort of Gyantse. In the attack, one of the invaders won a VC 

and a Tibetan artillery store was blown up. The Tibetans now showed themselves willing to 

acquiesce to British demands, but Younghusband stated that he would only negotiate in Lhasa – he 

was ‘itching to reach the Forbidden City’. The Tibetans submitted. As he approached Lhasa, 

Younghusband knew he had only seven weeks before the onset of winter to achieve a treaty that 

would satisfy the governments of Britain, India, China and Tibet. The treaty was signed on 7 

September 1904 in the Potala, the Dalai Lama’s thousand-roomed palace. Tibet would refrain from 

making treaties with foreign powers (ie Russia), agree to the opening of trade-marts at Gyantse and 

Gartok, respect the terms of the 1890 Anglo-Chinese Convention and pay an indemnity of 7.5 

million rupees (over half a million pounds sterling) in instalments over seventy-five years.  

Younghusband ‘counted on his Government’s indecision’ to let him get away with the treaty’s 

clauses; but there was hell to pay. Sir Arthur Godley, the Permanent Under-Secretary at the India 

Office, told Ampthill that several Cabinet ministers were out for Younghusband’s blood. St John 

Brodrick sent Ampthill a telegram which spoke of ‘our representative’s disobedience to orders’. 

Another of his telegrams was handed to Younghusband when he reached his base camp after a long 

day’s ride. It informed him that he had received a severe censure for having exceeded his 

instructions. Characteristically, Youngusband, ‘without dismounting ... wrote on the pommel of his 

saddle’ a defiant reply: he had disobeyed no order of His Majesty’s Government and he looked 

forward to being able personally to represent the position to the Prime Minister and to His Majesty 

the King. He was ordered to renegotiate with the Tibetans but ignored the order.  

By the time he reached Simla – where, with his wife and little daughter, he was the guest of Lord 

and Lady Ampthill for several days – he was ‘seething with indignation’. Ampthill wrote in his 

diary: ‘October 14th [1904]. After lunch took Younghusband for a walk, and eventually soothed 

him down.’ Unlike the Cabinet in London, Ampthill was full of admiration for what he described as 

‘Younghusband’s magnificent achievement’ and cabled to London that the Commissioner should be 

recommended for a high order of knighthood, such as the KCB. But, to the disgust of 

Younghusband’s ambitious wife, he received only the KCIE (Knight Commander of the Indian 

Empire), an honour said to be reserved for ‘Indian clerks’. And the British Government ‘unpicked’ 

the treaty Youngusband had signed.  
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While Curzon was away, Ampthill had to cope with problems in Afghanistan as well as in Tibet. 

Shortly before Curzon had left for England, he had received a refusal from the Amir of Afghanistan 

to meet him for discussions. In July 1904 the Amir had made it insultingly clear that nothing would 

persuade him to leave Kabul. Ampthill had thereupon proposed to send an envoy to the Afghan 

capital – Sir Louis Dane. This suggestion revived a problem on which Curzon and the Cabinet in 

London had been at loggerheads: the form which any new agreement with the Amir should take. 

Curzon wanted an agreement clearly defining the obligations of each country; while the Cabinet 

were prepared to accept a vague assurance from the Amir that he would adhere to the agreement 

made with his father, without enquiring too closely into the interpretation he put upon it.  

There was also a difference of opinion as to how the Amir should be approached. Curzon wanted to 

secure satisfactory pledges before payment of a subsidy was agreed to, while the Cabinet thought 

the Amir would be more amenable if he were paid first and asked for assurances afterwards. Much, 

then, depended on the tone of the letters addressed by the Viceroy – Arnpthill in Curzon’s absence. 

Curzon had been obliged to send his letters to the Amir over to the India Office to be ‘gutted’. 

In August 1904 the Cabinet were upset by Ampthill and even more by Kitchener, who held that 

since the defence of India was the primary goal of friendly relations with Afghanistan, military 

considerations should come before all others in any agreement with the Amir. If the Amir would not 

accord the ordinary rights of allies and be entitled to take the steps necessary to put into operation a 

practical scheme of defence, then the subsidy and the importation of arms to the Amir should be 

stopped, and responsibility for the defence of his territories should be repudiated. The Cabinet 

rejected all this. Ampthill’s envoy Dane was instructed to approach the Amir with suggestions for a 

renewal, with no material change, of the arrangements which had existed with his father. In the 

event, the Amir refused to consider any document.  

Younghusband went back to London to be rebuked by the Cabinet and fêted by society. Ampthill’s 

months as acting Viceroy were nearing their end. Curzon, returning to India, met Younghusband, 

also on his way back, at Port Said. Curzon was full of praise for Younghusband’s treaty, and 

sneered that Brodrick had never even been to India.  

We know what happened on Ampthill’s last two days as Viceroy, from an unexpected source: the 

diary of the young Neville Chamberlain, who had come to India with a friend to try to forget an 

unhappy love affair. Chamberlain’s biographer, David Dilks, writes:  

[Chamberlain and Byng Kenrick] reached Government House, Calcutta, in time for 
the return of Lord Curzon for his second and unhappy term as Viceroy, already 
occluded by his wife’s seirous illness and soon to be ended by resignation when the 
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government at home followed Kitchener’s advice instead of his own. Neville took 
photographs from the balcony of Government House as Curzon drove up in a four-
horse open carriage with mounted escorts. Etiquette was strictly observed. Because 
Lord Ampthill was Viceroy until 11.30 the following day, Curzon had to behave as his 
guest and Ampthill to present all the notabilities.  

Ampthill was in Madras again before returning to England in 1906. There he took up the cause of 

Indians in South Africa. He chaired an advisory committee on Indian students in Britain convened 

by John Morley – Secretary for India from 1905 to 1910 – but he had little time for Morley’s 

proposals for Indian political reform. (It has been suggested that this attitude may have lost 

Ampthill the Viceroyalty.) In July 1909 Mahatma Gandhi arrived in London. He stayed in the 

Westminster Hotel until November and became a friend of Ampthill; who was the same age as 

himself. Ampthill was leading the life of a wealthy landowner and member of the House of Lords. 

There was illness in his family and he spent most of his time on the Oakley estate in Bedfordshire, 

occasionally visiting London. He acted as an intermediary between Gandhi and the powerful men at 

the Foreign Office and the Colonial Office. In 1909 he agreed to write an introduction to Joseph 

Doke’s book M.K.Gandhi: An Indian Patriot in South Africa. He wrote:  

The subject of this sketch, Mr Gandhi, has been denounced in this country, even by 
responsible persons, as an ordinary agitator; his acts have been misrepresented as mere 
vulgar defiance of the law; there have not been wanting suggestions that his motives 
are those of self-interest and pecuniary profit.  

A perusal of these pages ought to dispel any such notions from the mind of any fair 
man who has been misled into entertaining them.  

The Indian community in the Transvaal, Ampthill wrote, were struggling for the maintenance of a 

right and the removal of a degradation. ‘Can we as Englishmen find fault with them for that?’ He 

emphasised that their method of protest was passive resistance. The Colonial Government could 

remove the Indians’ grievances ‘without sacrificing an ounce of principle or losing a grain of 

dignity’ The Indians were British citizens and subjects of His Majesty the King.  

The Colonial Government has but to repeal an Act, which has served its purpose, 
which is now useless and unworkable, and which they themselves desire to be a dead 
letter, and to make a slight amendment of another Act, so as to remove the explicit 
racial distinction imposed by these laws... and the question would be settled.  

The Indians, he added, had been denied in the Transvaal a right which they enjoyed in every other 

part of the Empire: the legal right of migration ‘on the same terms as other civilized subjects of His 

Majesty’. He deplored ‘this disfranchisement, under a Liberal administration, of men on account of 

their colour’. Prophetically, he wrote:  
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What is to be the result in India if it should finally be proved that we cannot protect 
British subjects under the British flag, and that we are powerless to abide by the 
pledges of our Sovereign and our Statesmen? Those who know about India will have 
no doubt as to the consequences. And what if India – irritated, mortified and 
humiliated – should become an unwilling and refractory partner in the great Imperial 
concern? Surely it would be the beginning of the end of the Empire. 

How right he was. And how extraordinary, coming from one of Ampthill’s class and time, were 

these words opposing the ‘colour bar’ and insisting .on the rights of an oppressed people – even if 

‘partner’ was hardly an accurate indication of Indians’ status in British India. The essay prefaced 

Doke’s book which Gandhi sent to Tolstoy, who read the work ‘with enchantment’. In it we see an 

outcropping of that humane Whig instinct which so many of Ampthill’s forbears had exhibited. 

That is the case for Ampthill; the case against him is severely summarised by Katherine Prior in her 

entry on Ampthill in the Oxford Dictionary of National Biography: 

Ampthill claimed to favour far more liberal advances than [John] Morley did, but, 
given his dislike of parliamentary intervention in the ruling of India, it, seems that 
personal, paternalistic relations would have dominated any reforms that won his 
support. With each subsequent stage of reform, as India drew further away from the 
Empire, so Ampthill’s outspoken opposition increased.  

In the meantime, Ampthill was continually hopeful that General Smuts would perform ‘a 

conspicuous act of grace’, and he secured interviews for Gandhi with Morley, Curzon and Lord 

Crewe. But eventually the astute Gandhi realised that these kindly and sincere efforts were getting 

him nowhere. In 1909 he wrote to one of his supporters, the journalist Henry Polak:  

We will be having a brief meeting with Lord Crewe; Lord Ampthill is still at work; a 
question is being raised in the House of Lords; there is nothing to report; I am tired of 
repeating that there is nothing to report.  

Gandhi rejected Ampthill’s advice to accept the minor concessions Smuts was prepared to make; 

but he remained always grateful to the peer. 

Ampthill was a prominent Freemason. At twenty-one he became Provincial Grand Master for 

Bedfordshire. He was for a time District Grand Master of Madras and in 1908 he was appointed by 

the Duke of Connaught, Grand Master of English Freemasonry, to be his Pro Grand Master – an 

office he held until his death.  

In the run-up to the Great War, Ampthill fostered the Territorial Army in Bedfordshire. He served 

in France in the war, commanding a battalion of the Leicestershire Regiment and two battalions of 

the Bedfordshire Regiment. For a year he was Indian Labour Corps Adviser, GHQ, Western Front. 

He was thrice mentioned in despatches. After the war he helped to mastermind the building of a 
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new headquarters for the Craft in Great Queen Street, London, as a memorial to Masons who fell in 

the war. The new Grand Temple was formally dedicated by the Duke of Connaught in 1933.  

Ampthill was a significant figure in the early history of television in Britain. He was appointed 

chairman of the Baird Television Company in 1928. Much of his time was spent in trying to 

persuade Lord Reith, who was very hostile to television, to allot BBC studios and broadcast hours 

to it. Ampthill was at least someone Reith deigned to correspond with and meet. In 1931 a BBC 

official reported to Reith that Ampthill was making ‘absurd demands’ (in fact they were quite 

moderate ones for ‘extended facilities and a closer co-operation of your Corporation’). In November 

of that year, when Ampthill sent Reith a rather more pressing letter, Reith passed it round and asked 

his assistant W.E. Gladstone Murray to draft a reply. Something of the tension between the Baird 

Company and the BBC can be gathered from the memorandum Murray sent Reith on 16 December:  

... [Chief Accountant] and [Noel Ashbridge] suggested that Lord Ampthill should be 
rebuked for the tone of his letter, but left it to me to find a formula. On mature 
consideration I have concluded that no useful purpose would be served by introducing 
a rebuke.  

But some real headway was made, though in 1932 Ampthill resigned as chairman, mainly because 

he found it difficult to work with Baird’s chief henchman, the journalist and financier Sydney 

Moseley. Baird’s biographers, Antony Kamm and Malcolm Baird, comment on ‘the virulent anti-

Semitic sentiment... which was unusual even for those times’ of a letter Ampthill wrote to Baird’s 

assistant Major A.G. (‘Archie’) Church in February 1932. Ampthill wrote from Oakley House; 

Church was at the Plaza Hotel, New York.  

I can only hope [Ampthill wrote] that you have got into touch with some really 
pleasant people in New York and that you will not have been confined to the society 
of Goldsmiths, Osterweils, Izenstarks ‘et hoc genus omnes’ [sic]. 

Ampthill was a member of the Magic Circle. On 12 June 1934, the Los Angeles Times reported 

from London that Dr Alexander Cannon, ‘a psychiatrist from India’, was asking $275,000 to do the 

Indian rope trick in the Royal Albert Hall. The newspaper added:  

The Magic Circle, a society that investigates phoney mysticism, recently offered a 
$25,000 reward to anyone who could do a genuine magic rope trick. At that time Lord 
Ampthill, an expert on magic, said the reward might just as well be $250,000, because 
no one could do the trick.  

Dr Cannon was telling the Magic Circle that he could do the trick for $25,000 plus the $250,000 

mentioned by Ampthill, ‘to cover expenses’: he would have to import yogis and their assistants 

from India, bring over ‘special sand’ and heat the Albert Hall ‘to the temperature of the tropics’. 
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Interested, the Magic Circle asked Dr Cannon if he would return the $275,000 if the trick failed. He 

replied, ‘No.’  

Lord Ampthill died of pneumonia, at the Bath Club in Dover Street, London, on 7 July 1935, and 

was buried at Chenies. He was succeeded as third Baron by his eldest son John Hugo Russell. 

Christabel became Lady Ampthill. 

*** 
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