Jonathan Aitken: My
disasters were entirely my
fault. I didn’t know when to
stop

The former Tory Cabinet minister on life in prison, being
ordained and how he’s become a confessor to politicians
jailed for sex crimes
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Jonathan Aitken photographed for The Telegraph at home in London credit: Heathcliff
O'Malley

More than most Jonathan Aitken’s life divides into two very
different parts, and the opposite sides of the work room in his
smart, central London mansion block flat capture that.
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At one end, propped up are framed copies of some of the newspaper
front pages he featured on in his glamorous
politician/playboy/swashbuckling businessman prime of the 1980s
and 1990s. And at the other is a bookcase full-to-bursting with
Christian titles, right next to the chair where the now Rev Jonathan
Aitken, since 2019 an Anglican priest and prison chaplain, sits each
day to pray and talk to God.

Bridging the gap between the two halves of his life are the seven
months Aitken spent in prison at the turn of the century, partly in
high-security HMP Belmarsh, after he was found guilty of perjury in
1999. It followed the collapse two years before of his high-

profile libel case against The Guardian that cemented him in the
public’s imagination.

The then Tory Cabinet minister — wealthy, debonair, well-
connected, great-nephew of newspaper baron Lord Beaverbrook —
had promised with biblical zeal to fight with “the simple sword of
truth” allegations that he had acted sleazily in taking backhanders
when his stay at the luxurious Ritz Hotel in Paris had been paid for
by a Saudi business contact.

Aitken with two of his children, William and Victoria, and his mother, far right,
shortly after his release from prison in January 2000 Credit: Timothy Allen/PA
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“I had been the most notorious man in Britain for the past five days
when I arrived at Belmarsh,” he recalls with a rueful smile. Dressed
in a blue shirt, clerical collar and trainers, his ability to charm is
undiminished, while that twinkle in his eye that saw him linked
with a series of high-profile girlfriends including Margaret
Thatcher’s daughter, Carol, is still very much in evidence.

“But the prison psychiatrist I saw on arrival clearly didn’t have a TV
set. Calling me by my prison number, CB9298, he ran through
standard questions about next of kin. ‘Does anyone apart from your
next of kin know you are in prison?’ I replied, ‘Maybe 9 or 10
million people.” He paused, and said, ‘May I ask if you have ever
suffered from delusions?””

Aitken has recently been in the news again after another former
Conservative MP, Charlie Elphicke, jailed in 2020 for sexually
assaulting two women, described him as “truly one of the kindest
and greatest people this country has”. Aitken had been giving him
support and counsel during his time behind bars. But in a moment
of serendipity, on the day we meet, another politician, Jeffrey
Donaldson, the former DUP leader, has been found guilty of sexual
assault and rape and told to expect a lengthy prison sentence.

“I have already been in correspondence with Jeffrey Donaldson,”
Aitken says, “and will certainly keep him in my prayers as he begins
his sentence. I will write to him again later this week. I will keep the
thought of a visit to him open but if he is doing his time in Northern
Ireland this may be difficult for me, but I will try.”

At 83, the tall, straight-backed and lean Aitken has had health
problems of late that have necessitated lengthy hospital stays. His
walking is unsteady — though he brushes away any concerns later
when we head into the nearby communal garden to take
photographs, his only request being a cooling glass of white wine on
one of the hottest days of the summer.
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Aitken outside St Paul’s Cathedral in London after being ordained as a chaplain in
2018 Credit: John Stillwell/PA

Does he make any distinction between those he supports according
to the nature of their crime? “I always respond positively to any
prisoner who reaches out to me on the principle laid down by Frank
Longford [fellow believer, politician-turned-prison visitor until his
death in 2001] of ‘hate the sin, love the sinner’. I don’t draw a
judgmental line, but nor do I fish for visit requests.”

Convicted criminals, and some facing trials where they expect to be
convicted, contact him, he explains, the vast majority not public
figures, and either he travels to meet them or they come here to his
flat to talk. There are, he estimates, usually four or five a week.



On top of this, he works two days a week at HMP Pentonville in
north London as a chaplain. And then there are services he helps
out with at two local churches.

In the support he gives, he draws on his own experience of
imprisonment and deploys a wonderfully dry, self-deprecating
gallows humour when recalling things that happened there (in
marked contrast to the arrogance and entitlement which he was
criticised for in pre-prison days). He doesn’t try to disguise the fact
that being locked up was “a very dark experience” for him.

“The Belmarsh officers were quite a snarly, surly lot, but I got on
with my fellow prisoners. When they found out I was a former MP
and could help them in the same way as I had helped my
constituents over housing or family matters, I became quite
popular.”

“Prisons,” he says, “are not the very dangerous places people
imagine. In some circumstances they can become that.” Though he
speaks well of James Timpson, the current prisons minister,
brought in to shake up the system by Keir Starmer, he regards our
jails “as a public institution long overdue fundamental reform”.

‘A very dark experience’: Aitken leaving prison in January 2000 Credit: Peter
Macdiarmid/Getty



In his own time in prison, what stopped him sleeping was less
physical fear than his overwhelming sense of shame. “I can only say
how I tried to deal with it, which was number one prayer, prayers of
repentance. I did write to almost every single person that I could
identify who I had let down badly, and with only one exception, they
all wrote back friendly letters.”

Then he had to confront the impact his actions had on shattering
his family. In the libel proceedings, he had claimed that his Serbian
wife, Lolicia Azucki, mother of three of his four children, had paid
the Ritz bill. She was saved from perjuring herself by endorsing that
story when, late in the trial, airline tickets were produced that
proved she was somewhere else at the time.

“She was on the whole an ally,” he reflects. “We are very good
friends now. She was being pressurised by her friends and relatives
to divorce me [as she did in 1998 between the libel case and his
perjury trial] otherwise the prosecutor would go after her.”

With his daughter, Victoria, however, he feels “great remorse”. Just
18 at the time of the libel trial, her father had drafted a witness
statement for her to sign to support his court case. “It is worth
saying for the record she never committed perjury. She signed an
unsworn witness statement which is quite low on the food chain.
But I should never have done it.”

Aitken was declared bankrupt after his conviction, with his own
legal bills of £1.5m and The Guardian and Granada TV claiming
costs of £2.4m from him. When he was released he was living on a
“bankruptcy allowance” of £300 a month.

The family homes in London and Kent were gone and all the
security his children had hitherto enjoyed disappeared before their
eyes. How are relations with Victoria now?

“Relations with her remained good throughout. All my children
came to visit me throughout in prison.”
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Aitken with his former wife Lolicia during his libel trial at the High Court credit: Jeff
Gilbert
And that, he confirms, included Petrina Khashoggi, who just before
the libel trial had been revealed via a DNA test to be his biological
child, the result of his affair with Soraya, the wife of Adnan

Khashoggi, the billionaire Saudi arms dealer.

Discussing such details with a man once dubbed “the Commons
Casanova” might cause others to blush. He looks away, slightly
pained, but then simply reflects: “I've had a racier past than most
priests.”

Aitken was born in the summer of 1942 in Dublin where his
maternal grandfather was the first British representative to the
newly independent Irish state. His christening was attended by the
Taoiseach, Eamon de Valera, and his godmother was the future
Queen Juliana of the Netherlands.

He grew up in great privilege with his younger sister, the actress
Maria Aitken. His father, Sir William Aitken, was a

former Conservative MP. Educated at Eton and Christ Church,
Oxford, where he read law, aged 24 Aitken stood as the Tory
candidate in the 1966 general election in the marginal seat of
Meriden in the West Midlands.
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“I had an early run of good luck,” he says. “My father died when I
was 21 and his friends felt rather sympathetic to me as a poor
fatherless boy. I went to Chequers and became a speech writer to
[Prime Minister from 1963 to 1964] Alec Douglas-Home.”

Next, more doors opened and he moved into journalism, working
for the Evening Standard as a war correspondent, then as a news
presenter on newly founded Yorkshire TV, and in 1967 published an
era-defining book, The Young Meteors, profiling the leading lights
of the Swinging Sixties. “Frightful book,” he winces, “but it sold very
well.” And raised his profile higher still, seeing him touted as a
future prime minister.

He landed a safe Tory seat, Thirsk and Malton, to fight in the 1970
general election that returned the Tories to government. A glittering
political career beckoned until he made copies of a report he had
been shown by international observers on Britain’s secret supply of
arms to the Nigerian government to put down the Biafran rebellion.
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Aitken, right, outside the Old Bailey after being cleared of breaching the official
secrets act in 1971 Credit: PA




When he leaked it to the press, it led to his first brush with the law,
and he was charged with breaking the official secrets act. Though he
was acquitted, it tarnished his golden image and the constituency
party dumped him.

He spent the early 1970s in business, building links (and making
money) with Saudi businessmen — including the one involved in the
later libel trial. When he did finally get into Parliament in February
1974 as MP for Thanet East, his expected rapid progress was
blocked by Margaret Thatcher, who — after he ended his several-
year relationship with her daughter — referred to him as “the man
who made Carol cry”.

“When I was Carol’s boyfriend her mother was very nice to me,” he
explains. “But any mother is not well-disposed to a young man who
she hopes is going to marry her daughter and then doesn’t do so. So,
I knew at the time that a period of Siberia awaited me.”

Indeed, he recalls the whole of the 1970s as a terrible decade. “If we
think we have become a pessimistic nation today, in 1974 it was
three times more pessimistic. The trade unions were at their most
militant, inflation when I made my maiden speech was about 21.8
per cent and Harold Wilson [Labour Prime Minister from 1974 to
1976] was thought to be a man of no principle whatsoever. We were
doomed.”

Did he share the gloomy prognosis? “Even though I was an MP, I
thought of emigrating to Australia for a new life.” What made him
stay? “A feeling that a tide was turning in the nation, that it wanted
something different, that the current structures couldn’t survive
without some radical change, which is really the same today.”



While Tory MP for Thanet in 1983, Aitken, left, was involved in the relaunch of TV-
am with future BBC boss Greg Dyke, right

He spent the 1980s as a witty, well-briefed, suave backbencher. It
was John Major — and it is hard to think of two more opposite
characters — who finally brought him onto the front bench in 1992,
first as Minister of State for defence procurement and then as chief
secretary to the Treasury.

Thirty years after it was first predicted, he was finally in the
Cabinet. Shortly afterwards he blew it. “I call myself an optimistic
fatalist. I always thought I might do quite well in politics, but I also
thought things might go wrong in politics. Which they did.”

Why take the risk of suing for libel in 1997, a full four years after his
stay at the Ritz, when he knew what was being reported was true? “I
always had a gambling streak in me. Harold Macmillan said that
prime ministers are either bookies or bishops. I was always the
bookie. I rolled the dice to see what would happen.”

He is unflinching in his self-flagellation about what ensued. “My
disasters were entirely my own fault. Of course, I had some enemies
but I blame myself for the sins of arrogance and pride and not
knowing when to stop. I got much too hot under the collar.”
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While he joined a prayer group in prison, and even took part in the
Alpha Course, a popular recruiting tool for the Church of England,
the conventional narrative that he found God in prison isn’t, he
gently points out, wholly true. “Faith had always been in my life but
I'd been very bad about it. I was quite a good schoolboy pray-er at
Eton. Being half a Christian, though, is about as useful as being half
pregnant.”

Aitken with (from left) Michael Howard, Michael Portillo and Jeremy Hanley when
he was chief secretary to the Treasury in 1995 Credit: Stefan Rousseau/PA

At university, he remembers, he even explored a vocation to
priesthood with a Church of England panel. “They were the driest of
old sticks. If I had been got hold of back then by the right man... it
might all have worked out differently”.

After his libel defeat, when the perjury trial was announced, he was
convinced he was going to go to prison, and so spent the two-year
wait for a verdict preparing himself by finding anyone who knew
anything about it — prison officers, retired governors and of course
prisoners.

Among the 30 or so whom he consulted was Jack Profumo, who had
secretly stayed at his parents’ country house at the height of the
1960s sex-and-spying scandal that had engulfed Profumo’s career
but not his marriage. “I remember he told me that in some ways he
regretted not going to prison.”
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Many have drawn a parallel between Profumo’s life of repentance
after his fall — dedicating himself to running the East End charity
Toynbee Hall — and Aitken’s own ongoing mission to prisoners.
“But I don’t feel I have followed any known path,” he corrects me.
“Profumo had a much worse time than me, scrubbing floors at
Toynbee Hall.” Has he ever done any scrubbing? “I scrubbed loos in
prison.”

His first years after release were more comfortable than most, first a
refuge in his sister’s basement flat, then three years studying
theology at Wycliffe Hall, a Church of England training college in
Oxford. “I had no money so I applied to do distance learning but
they offered me a residential place and a donor paid the fees. Who
was it? “Bob Edmundson, a philanthropist and manufacturer of
tyres. Or something.” It is said dismissively, which feels odd. Later I
can find no trace of the name.

It is sounding cosy compared with what most of England and Wales’
86,000 prisoners experience when they come out. “I was cushioned
but it was a bumpy ride. I longed to see my children. My son,
William, then 16, would come to stay with me in Oxford, but there
were the rail fares and he would like to be fed. I got good at going to
supermarkets at midnight when all the prices drop and buying
sausages.”

Yet whatever the social and class gap between Aitken and those he
supports, their shared experience gives them a bond. “There is

a lingua franca of prisoners and former prisoners. Even with my
Eton and Oxford voice [undiminished by incarceration], I can drop
some code word and so we immediately talk. It helps.”

After his release he dismissed any thoughts of ordination. “It would
give dog-collars a bad name,” he said at the time. Instead in 2003
he married socialite Elizabeth Rees-Williams at St Matthew’s
church, next to the Palace of Westminster.
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With his second wife Elizabeth Rees-Williams on their wedding day in 2003 Credit:
John Stillwell/PA

“I had had a long walk-out with her as a steady girlfriend for three
years when we were young and single in the early 1970s before
Carol Thatcher. We went out and might have got married. I should
have had the courage to ask then...” He pauses and shakes his head.
“But anyway I didn’t.”

It is hard to imagine him being nervous, but then Rees-Williams
had previously been married to actors Richard Harris (Jared Harris
is Aitken’s stepson), Rex Harrison and Aitken’s cousin Peter. The
two of them met by chance at the theatre in 2001, and married two
years later, making their home in the flat where he now lives alone.

It was, he says, “a rather slow burn courtship compared to the first
time round but we ended up married for 19 years”. Rees-Williams
died in 2022 at 85. “I miss her a lot.”
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In 2018 he was ordained a deacon by Sarah Mullally, then the
Bishop of London, in St Paul’s Cathedral, and the next year as a
priest. Why did he change his mind about becoming a priest?

“I was perfectly happy doing prison ministry as a lay person but one
day I was sitting here in the chair where I pray and this voice said, ‘I
want you to be one of my priests.” I'm used to hearing voices. So I
replied, ‘If it is by any chance you [God] talking, shut up because I'd
be a very bad priest.”

But it kept going for weeks, the same voice. “I'd say, ‘Lord, I am too
old.” Long silence. Then the voice said, ‘I mean I want you to be a
prison chaplain.” That spooked me because I knew I could do it and
how badly needed ordained prison chaplains are.”

And so, to borrow his own description of earlier, he gambled that it
was God calling him and was ordained. Eight of his fellow prisoners
from HMP Belmarsh — including former armed robber Noel “Razor”
Smith — were at the ceremony. They all remain in close touch.

Aitken, left, invited fellow HMP Belmarsh prisoners, including armed robber Noel
‘Razor’ Smith, second left, to attend his ordination

Does it ever worry him that people will doubt his sincerity given his
past troubled relationship with the truth? “If I was an outsider
looking at me, I'd be a bit cynical. ‘He’s got religion, how very
convenient!”
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He doesn’t let it worry him. While his work sounds pretty all-
consuming at his age, a part of his old self still keeps an eagle eye on
politics. “There are some signs that Andy Burnham is a good man, a
man of some convictions,” he suggests, “but can he lead his party
into some inevitable places? He’s got to cut public expenditure. He’s
got to change the welfare rules. My hunch is that he will be a
stronger and deeper prime minister than the cognoscenti are saying
today.”

‘If I was an outsider looking at me, I'd be a bit cynical,” says Aitken Credit: Heathcliff
O'Malley for The Telegraph

And Kemi Badenoch, leader of his old party? “So far so good. I like
the cut of her jib.” The polls suggest she is struggling? “Who cares
about them?”

It is time for pictures but there is one question still to ask, linking
the privileged world of the first half of his life with his mission to
the marginalised today. If Andrew Mountbatten-Windsor were to
contact him for support on how to deal with a devastating and
shaming public fall from grace, would he see him?

15


https://www.telegraph.co.uk/royal-family/2022/02/21/jonathan-aitken-patient-prince-andrew-may-find-public-forgiving/
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/royal-family/2022/02/21/jonathan-aitken-patient-prince-andrew-may-find-public-forgiving/

“He hasn’t helped himself. I don’t want to say too much. I am in
touch with someone significant in royal circles about seeing him, if
it is of any help, but he is already receiving spiritual help so he
doesn’t need me.”

If royal circles are seeking Aitken out for help, perhaps the two parts
of his remarkable life aren’t so separate after all.
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