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Chapter one

PReluDe

Robin Chichester-Clark was born at home at Moyola Park in 
County londonderry on 10 January 1928. although relatively 
modest in scale for a family which had played so prominent 
a part in irish life for more than two centuries, it is a fine 
classical house, idyllically set, surrounded by mature woods, 
standing on a rise above the river Moyola, where the dol-
laghan, a species of  sea trout unique to lough neagh, leap 
the waterfall in the garden as they make their way upstream 
to spawn. Robin never fell out of  love with his birthplace. 
although as a second son, Moyola would never be his, he 
visited the house regularly until almost the end of  his long 
life. here he found the love of  nature which bound him 
as much as family to the land of  his birth. ‘Free to roam 
the woods, lakes and bogs at will,’ his son adam would say 
at Robin’s memorial service, ‘my father formed a deep and 
abiding love of  the countryside and the wild creatures within 
it, particularly its birds.’1 

Moyola was a tranquil refuge from the strife which had 
divided ireland less than eight years before Robin was born. 
the border created by the government of  ireland act 1920 
had been drawn up specifically to strengthen the position of  

1 adam Chichester-Clark, ‘Moyola Childhood’, 25 Jan 2017; footnotes 
are given when quotes are taken from sources other than the interviews 
conducted for this book, which are listed in the note on sources, p165.
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4 Robin Chichester-Clark

ulster’s majority unionist population. Partition and its con-
sequences would dominate the first half  of  Robin’s adult life. 
ironically, the border was approved by the Conservative pol-
itician Walter long, whose strongest supporter was his Par-
liamentary Private secretary, the ardent unionist sir William 
bull, lawyer, politician and grandfather of  Robin’s second 
wife, Caroline. by the time of  that second marriage, Robin’s 
political career was almost over, as extremist views on either 
side of  ulster’s sectarian divide squeezed out the political 
middle ground he had occupied for so long.

as he was growing up, Robin was surrounded by remind-
ers of  his family’s political inheritance. ancestral portraits 
still hang on the walls of  Moyola’s library and dining room. 
among them is Joshua Dawson; the Dawsons came to ulster 
in 1633 when they acquired land nearby, and gave their name 
to the local village, Castledawson. Joshua was a member of  
the irish Parliament and for a time Chief  secretary for ireland. 
he also developed part of  central Dublin, including Dawson 
street, where one of  the properties was accepted by the City 
assembly in 1715 for £3,500 to cover his costs, an annual rent of  
40 shillings (which he later waived) and a loaf  of  sugar. it has 
remained the city’s Mansion house ever since. the present 
house at Moyola was completed in 1768. the last Dawson to 
live at Moyola was Mary, granddaughter of  george Robert 
Dawson. she married lord adolphus spencer Chichester, 
Robin’s great-grandfather, in 1872.

Robert Peel, the future Prime Minister – he served two 
terms, in 1834–35 and 1841–46 – became george Robert Daw-
son’s brother-in-law in 1816 when george Robert married 
Peel’s sister Mary. by then, george Robert already knew Peel 
well since they had been close friends at school at harrow. a 
pugnacious defender of  the Protestant union, he first served 
under Peel in the irish administration in 1812. From 1815 until 
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1830 he was MP for County londonderry, an area several of  
his descendants would later represent. he held a number 
of  government offices, thanks largely to the influence of  
his brother-in-law. For much of  his career, george Robert 
followed a conventional unionist line, consistently oppos-
ing any relief  for ireland’s Catholic population. but while 
he might argue in favour of  the suppression of  the Catholic 
association as ‘a wild, irresponsible and seditious assembly’, 
he would also condemn Protestant unrest in the north of  
the country, writing to Peel in 1825, ‘i cannot help blushing 
for my orange friends; their perverseness and obstinacy is 
lamentable, but it really seems that there is something in an 
irishman’s head which prevents him from distinguishing right 
from wrong.’ george Robert’s provocative public utterances 
masked more moderate views personally held. his political 
undoing was his gradual conversion to the cause of  Cath-
olic emancipation. in the summer of  1828, his sympathetic 
remarks about Catholic sufferings in the past and for emanci-
pation could scarcely have been calculated to make a greater 
stir, made as they were at a dinner to celebrate raising the 
siege of  londonderry in 1689. as a result, george Robert fell 
out of  favour with his brother-in-law, for whom george Rob-
ert’s outburst made progress towards emancipation more 
difficult, and lost the confidence of  the powerful beresford 
family who controlled his parliamentary seat. he was unre-
pentant, remarking that ‘several things combined to stir up a 
strong feeling against any moderate declaration of  opinion, 
but which rendered it necessary at the same time for men 
who know more of  public feeling than is to be found in such 
a remote district as Derry to endeavour to open the eyes of  
the public to the real situation of  ireland’. nearly a century 
and a half  later ‘strong feeling’ would be stirred up against 
the moderate opinions held by Robin Chichester-Clark, who 
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6 Robin Chichester-Clark

had also striven to ‘open the eyes of  the public to the real 
situation of  ireland’.2 

the Chichesters and the Clarks came together through 
the marriage of  Marion Chichester, Robin’s mother, to James 
Clark in 1922. both families were always supporters of  the 
union, and for that reason, staunch defenders of  partition. 
Robin’s grandmother, Dehra, who had married into the 
Chichester family, sat in the newly created stormont Parlia-
ment as the member for londonderry.3 one photograph in 
the family album shows Robin’s paternal grandmother and his 
uncle, Francis Clark, standing outside Moyola alongside lord 
Craigavon, the first Prime Minister of  northern ireland from 
1921 until his death in 1940. at stormont, Dehra was one of  
Craigavon’s strongest supporters. Robin and his older brother 
James were driven to enter politics partly by the family’s tra-
dition of  civic duty; as Robin later recalled, ‘the idea that we 
had to do something in public service was thrust upon us’. in 
1955 Robin was elected as the ulster unionist MP for the City 
and County of  londonderry, holding the seat until 1974, and 
in 1960 his elder brother James took over his grandmother’s 
stormont seat, becoming the penultimate Prime Minister of  

2 the history of  Parliament, Member biographies, george Robert 
Dawson, https://www.historyofparliamentonline.org/volume/1820-1832/
member/dawson-george-1790-1856
3 Dehra kerr-Fisher took her name from her birthplace, Dehra Dun, 
north of  Delhi, india. born in 1882, she was the daughter of  James kerr-
Fisher, who owned extensive property in the usa, where Dehra was 
educated. she married lt Col Robert Peel Dawson spencer Chichester 
in 1901. she served in the stormont Parliament from 1921 to 1929 and 
from 1933 to 1960, when she retired through ill-health. she was one of  
two women elected to stormont in 1921 and the first woman to hold a 
ministerial post in the northern ireland government. she received the 
obe in 1918, the Dbe in 1949 and the gbe in 1957. she died in 1963.
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northern ireland in 1969. Robin, who was much more in love 
with politics and politically more ambitious than his brother, 
resolutely defended partition throughout his political career, 
although he came to believe that partition had been rushed, a 
hard border was a mistake and a federal arrangement would 
have been preferable.4

Craigavon believed in a Protestant government for a Prot-
estant people and gave no ground to the minority Catho-
lic population. the Chichester-Clarks, on the other hand, 
inherited george Robert Dawson’s more moderate strain of  
unionism. thus, while Robin’s grandmother, Dehra, was suf-
ficiently committed to the union to support gerrymandered 
political boundaries to create false majorities for unionists in 
areas with a strong Catholic population, she also supported 
moves to improve housing, health and education for Catho-
lics. Robin’s younger sister Penelope, who as Penelope hob-
house became well known as a garden designer and writer, 
never believed her grandmother ‘was a hard unionist at all’, 
while Robin felt she was ‘comparatively liberal-minded’. 
Moyola, said Penelope, was ‘one of  the few Protestant estates 
that employed Catholics’. Religion, said Robin, had never 
played a major role in the family when he was growing up. 
‘that’s been an advantage and a disadvantage … it’s made it 
easier to deal with the problems of  northern ireland because 
i wasn’t brought up to hate Catholics. My family were very 
strongly broad-minded on that and we always employed Cath-
olics.’ the Moyola Park association Football Club, founded 
in 1879–80 under the patronage of  lord adolphus spencer 
Chichester, with its ground within the boundaries of  Moyola 

4 history of  Parliament oral history Project, Robin Chichester-Clark 
(history of  Parliament, RCC), http:/www.historyofparliamentonline.org/
volume/oral-history/member/Chichester-Clark-robin-1928
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8 Robin Chichester-Clark

Park itself, has always been a non-sectarian club. the ‘big 
house’ had a certain respect locally because of  the folk mem-
ories of  george Robert Dawson’s humanity towards local 
people who suffered in the irish potato famine or the great 
hunger, as it became known. During the winter of  1846–47 
starving women and children queued at Moyola’s door from 
dawn to dusk. it was said that the bell in Moyola’s rooftop 
belfry was rung regularly to summon villagers to the house 
for food. Most men, other than the oldest and weakest, noted 
george Robert, stayed away. ‘i have been obliged’, he wrote, 
‘to turn my kitchen into a bakery and soup shop to enable 
me to feed the miserable children and mothers that cannot be 
sent away empty. so great is their distress that they actually 
faint on getting food into their stomachs … death is dealing 
severely and consigning many to an untimely tomb … i see 
enough to make the heart sick.’5

Robin always had mixed feelings about his anglo-irish back-
ground. his sister Penelope regretted the anglo-irish blood-
line that flowed through the family. ‘We married the same sort 
of  people all the time. and i hated that, i wished we had some 
irish blood because i want to be irish, not english. and i do 
think Robin did feel that, i think he did feel the same rootless-
ness, because we aren’t really irish, whatever we say, and we 
aren’t really english.’ Robin, said his daughter sophia (Fia), 
tended to feel english in ulster and irish in england, contra-
dictory feelings shared by his daughter emma and son Mark, 
who, like Fia, spent their childhood in ulster. emma shared 
her father’s feelings: ‘i always felt weird being anglo-irish; i 
felt uncomfortable about it’. While Mark was happy with his 

5 Parliament, RCC; letter from george Dawson quoted in An Economic 
History of  Ulster 1820–1939, ed. liam kennedy and Philip ollerenshaw, 
Manchester, 1985, p28.
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irish roots, he never much liked the description anglo-irish, 
skewering it by describing himself  as ‘iro-anguish’. 

Perhaps Robin’s ambivalence arose partly because, although 
politically he was a defender of  the union, culturally he had 
been brought up to think of  ireland as one country. he was 
influenced by his grandmother, Dehra, who had grown up 
with irish history and literature, poetry and politics. at one 
time she was president of  ulster’s Council for the encourage-
ment of  Music and the arts. as a boy, Robin would spend part 
of  his summer holidays at her english home, leigh Court, 
not far from branscombe in Devon, where she lived follow-
ing her second marriage to henry Parker, a retired admiral. 
sitting on the long shingle beach, Robin would listen to her 
reciting her favourite poetry, including Yeats, one of  irish 
nationalism’s most passionate supporters. in its yearning for 
the peace and beauty of  the poet’s native land, ‘the lake 
isle of  innisfree’ was one of  Robin’s favourite poems. his 
lifelong love of  poetry and literature, which also came from 
his mother Marion, stood him in good stead in his life post-
politics when he became a successful fundraiser for the liter-
ary charity the arvon Foundation through which he came to 
know ted hughes and seamus heaney. it was, he said, one of  
the most fulfilling times of  his life.

Robin and ted got on famously when they first met at a 
dinner for arvon. their mutual love of  fishing dominated 
their conversation almost to the exclusion of  anything else 
that evening. Robin and seamus discovered they had grown 
up at opposite ends of  the same village, Castledawson, and 
shared the same affection for the countryside of  their youth. 
Robin had a great capacity for friendship. he had charm in 
abundance and loved people, whatever their background. he 
had, said his friend alastair Colgrain, ‘a very catholic dispos-
ition towards people and he had a common touch; he would 
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10 Robin Chichester-Clark

talk to anybody on an equal footing and had no airs or graces 
at all’. ‘one of  the wonderful things about Robin’, said his 
sister Penelope, ‘was that he was a friend of  everybody’s. his 
gardener would come to be paid and Robin would spend two 
hours talking to him. he was incredibly good at talking to 
people of  any background.’ ‘shall we go down to see if  the 
parliament is sitting?’ he would ask his son Mark when he 
came down to stay for the weekend at Robin and Caroline’s 
country house in the somerset village of  Yarlington. he was 
referring to the local pub where he loved to discuss the state of  
the world with his neighbours over a pint before lunch. in his 
last years, when he took his morning walk with his springer 
spaniel from his london home in one of  the ‘alphabet streets’ 
off  the Fulham Palace Road to leafy bishop’s Park, he would 
happily spend time leaning on his thumb-stick, chatting with 
whoever came along.

Robin’s love of  people served him well as an MP. he had the 
ability, said Mark, to put people at their ease. ‘When we were 
walking round ballymena together, when he went to get his 
beloved [holland house] tobacco or had a mixture made up, 
he would often meet someone going out of  the shop, and say, 
“ah! here’s my friend!”’ he would stand in the street, his arm 
around someone he knew, deep in conversation or sharing 
a funny story. the Duke of  abercorn, who as lord hamil-
ton ( James hamilton) was a fellow unionist MP during the 
1960s, remembered how ‘one always had a very easy relation-
ship with Robin’. Robin, said stratton Mills, another unionist 
MP and friend, was ‘always very approachable and friendly: 
when you ran into him in the house of  Commons, he would 
always stop for a minute or two’. Robin made friends regard-
less of  their politics; some of  his closest friends in the house 
sat on the opposite side of  the chamber, such as ben Whi-
taker, Merlyn Rees and Ray Carter. Ray, the labour MP for 
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birmingham northfields, first met Robin properly when they 
were on a parliamentary delegation to iran in 1971, discover-
ing he shared Robin’s love of  literature.

Robin found people endlessly fascinating. he loved his con-
stituency work as an MP and never neglected his electors, 
earning widespread respect on both sides of  the sectarian 
divide. he had been one of  the first ulster MPs to introduce 
a regular constituency surgery. (they were, he admitted, slow 
to take off: sitting all afternoon without a single caller, his 
hopes rose as an elector came through the doors, only to sink 
again as he discovered the purpose of  the visit was to try to 
sell Robin a kitten.) When he stood down from his seat in 
1974, the editorial in the unionist-supporting Londonderry Sen-
tinel noted that while he could be criticised for his political 
views, he was much admired for everything he had done on 
behalf  of  his constituents. 

Robin had been talked about as one of  the most promis-
ing politicians of  his generation. he served as a whip in the 
Macmillan government and held several front-bench posts 
when the Conservatives were in opposition. Disappointed to 
be denied ministerial office when the party returned to gov-
ernment in 1970, his eventual appointment as a minister in 
1972 came too late. two years later, after he had failed to find 
a safe Conservative seat on the mainland, his political career 
came to a premature end. 

ultimately Robin, as his Parliamentary Private secretary 
and friend norman tebbit reflected, was the wrong person 
representing the wrong seat at the wrong time. his moder-
ate views were drowned out by the extremists on both sides 
during the turmoil that engulfed ulster. the troubles, which 
began in his own constituency on 5 october 1968, wrecked his 
political ambitions. in the following month, when he spoke 
in the house of  Commons about how ‘the great hope of  a 
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détente between the two communities lies in the dedicated 
moderate opinion in northern ireland, which understands 
this problem, and which, if  left to get on with the job, has both 
the courage and the patience to see it through’, he knew in his 
heart that his optimism was misplaced. by the end of  the year, 
he was predicting the imposition of  direct rule over ulster 
from Westminster, a move he believed would signal the end 
for unionism’s moderates. their demise began sooner than 
he expected, in the 1970 general election, when ian Paisley, 
Robin’s bête noire, defeated moderate unionist henry Clark 
in antrim north. Robin could see that the same tide was likely 
to sweep him away too; he knew, as he said later, that ‘the 
moderates in my constituency were not enough’. Moreover, 
his position as a member of  ulster’s unionist establishment 
had become a disadvantage. as Mary holland, the Times col-
umnist, observed in May 1969, ‘the country landowners’ influ-
ence in unionist party politics is something which Protestant 
working class voters are coming increasingly to resent’.6

it took time for Robin to find his calling outside politics. he 
found that his interest in people was well suited to a career 
in professional recruitment while the extensive network of  
friends, colleagues and acquaintances he created during his 
time in politics and headhunting, allied to his engaging per-
sonality, made him an outstanding fundraiser for charities. 
David Pease, who ran the arvon Foundation for many years, 
recalled that ‘Robin was the most brilliant fund-raiser in the 
world because he knew almost everybody and he knew how 
to charm them all.’ 

While Robin relished politics and found immense satisfac-
tion from his work as a fundraiser, it was family that became 

6 CClk3/8, hansard, 4 nov 1968; Parliament, RCC; CClk3/26, Press 
Cuttings, May 1969
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his priority. he always knew this although he had struggled 
to make it his first commitment during his years in the house 
of  Commons. he realised he had been unable to spend as 
much time as he would have liked with his three older chil-
dren, emma, Mark and Fia, from his first marriage to Jane, 
and he was determined not to make the same mistake once 
he left politics behind. When he became the father of  two 
more sons, adam and tom, after his marriage to Caroline, his 
new job allowed him to come home every evening to make 
up bath-time quizzes for the boys and read to them. emma 
could see that her father wanted to be completely involved 
with them. ‘he hadn’t had the opportunity to do that with 
us because he was only half  there.’ he became a friend to his 
children as well as a father. ‘all five children’, said Fia, ‘would 
say that our father was their best friend, which is quite an 
achievement.’ Mark recalled how 

the phone would go on sunday night and i knew it would 
be him. he would want to know what had been going on 
in our lives during the week. i still half-expect it to ring. the 
call would start with ‘hello boy’ or a slightly reproachful 
‘Where have you been?’ My first reaction, still, to hearing 
the first curlew in March is to want to call him to tell him.

For his son tom, Robin ‘became my most trusted person’, 
and he turned to his father with every anxiety, every concern, 
every secret. his brother adam too felt able to tell his father 
anything. For adam, ‘there was nobody else in the world with 
whom i shared as much emotional or intellectual ground’. 
‘My father was a wonderful listener,’ said Fia. ‘he was very 
good at constantly being in touch, telephoning to check if  we 
were ok, and he could sound quite cross if  he felt we hadn’t 
been in touch with him. he made all of  us feel very loved.’
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