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Introduction

In the midst of a wartime London still under constant threat of aerial 
bombardment from the Luftwaffe, journalist and future Labour Party 
candidate, Reg Groves, was called in to Scotland Yard for questioning by 
the Metropolitan Police. Groves was at first perplexed. To his knowledge, 
he had committed no crime and he was not involved in any subversive 
activities. He had been the founder of the small London-based Trotskyist 
Balham Group but this had scarcely been more than an irrelevance. There 
was only one thing it could be. For the past few years Groves had been 
chasing a man who had once made headlines across the world, who had 
once shaken the British political establishment and had once inspired fear 
in the hearts of Europe’s capitalist class. But Albert Victor Grayson, better 
known as Victor, had been missing for 20 years. Why were the police so 
interested in Grayson and why now, when the outcome of the war was still 
in the balance? 

Reg Groves was a young member of the Independent Labour Party (ILP) 
when he first heard the name Victor Grayson. Older members of Groves’ 
ILP branch spoke of Victor (there was never any need for the surname) as 
the greatest orator they had heard, a maverick who had put the cause of 
socialism before all others, and the lost hero of their generation. At that 
time, in 1924, it was taken for granted by Groves’ comrades that Grayson 
was alive and well but had simply retired from public life. In fact, Grayson 
had hurriedly left his plush London apartment with two official-looking 
men one September evening in 1920 and, despite a string of credible 
sightings, had officially been missing ever since.

As Hitler’s armies swept into Czechoslovakia in mid-March 1939, 
Groves had heard a whisper amongst several of his Labour comrades 
that Victor was living and working under an assumed name in London. 
By that time several public attempts had been made to find the missing 
former politician, not least by his dying mother. All were unsuccessful, 
but sightings were regularly reported in the national media. It seems 
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that Groves was now let into a secret that had been kept for nearly two 
decades; that Grayson had renounced the socialism of his youth as well as 
the alcohol that had so nearly killed him, had married a wealthy younger 
woman and was working in business (possibly banking) around the 
Chelsea area. No one seemed willing or able to go into any more detail, 
but Groves was captivated and determined to find the truth and document 
Grayson’s adventurous life. Throughout 1939 and into the first years of the 
war, Groves pursued Grayson relentlessly. As war with Germany became 
increasingly certain, he visited the scenes of Grayson’s youthful success 
in Manchester and the Colne Valley in Yorkshire, and scoured the streets 
and apartments of London that Grayson was now rumoured to frequent. 
Just three months later in June, Sidney Campion, who now worked in 
the parliamentary press gallery but who as a youth had known Grayson, 
reported to his colleagues that he had just seen him on the District Line 
of the London Underground. Grayson and a younger, glamorous woman 
had boarded the train at Sloane Square. Campion was dumbstruck, he 
had assumed Grayson was dead. Further, the younger woman referred to 
the man as ‘Vic’. Campion alighted after six minutes in the carriage with 
the couple. He had been so taken aback that he had found himself unable 
to quiz the man he was certain to be Grayson, but when he reported 
the incident to his press colleagues the story made international news. 
The incident seemed to confirm the rumours Groves had been hearing 
for some weeks and he continued his search for the next 18 months. But 
just as Groves felt he was getting nearer to the truth, and having possibly 
identified Grayson’s female partner, the trail abruptly went cold. Rumours 
circulated that Grayson had been killed in a German air-raid on Chelsea 
and sightings of him came to an abrupt end. It was the following year, 
1942, that the Metropolitan Police called upon Groves. An unnamed but 
senior figure in the wartime government had ordered the Met to carry 
out a full and thorough search for Grayson and wanted to find out what 
Groves knew. The latter co-operated and handed over some of his papers 
(which were never returned) but was nevertheless surprised that Britain’s 
stretched security services were being employed to look for a man who had 
left Parliament more than 30 years earlier. After all, this was a period in 
Britain’s history which the Prime Minister Winston Churchill himself later 
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referred to as ‘The Hinge of Fate’. The investigation appeared thorough: 
archives were scoured and public appeals made for information relating to 
Grayson. A mass of papers, from his school reports to personal letters, were 
collected (and in some instances stolen), but no outcome was forthcom-
ing, at least publicly. 

In retrospect, the 1942 investigation seems very odd. What was so 
important about Grayson to Britain’s wartime coalition government that 
warranted such an investigation? Why did the Metropolitan Police spend 
decades denying it had ever taken place, despite their own public appeals 
for information at the time? When confronted with the evidence that 
they had carried out an investigation, the Met said all records had been 
passed to the National Archives (formerly known as the Public Record 
Office). When the National Archives confirmed they had never received 
such documents the Met then claimed the documents had been destroyed 
(when or by whom they could not say). We now know that police officers 
had scoured wartime Britain for any documents relating to Grayson’s life, 
no matter how small or insignificant. The mass of papers collected during 
the police investigation was said to resemble several large telephone direc-
tories, but no one seems sure exactly what happened to them. 

Whatever the oddities of the police investigation, Reg Groves was able to 
have a book published as The Mystery of Victor Grayson (Pendulum Publi-
cation) in 1946 which, though unadvertised and poorly produced, sold its 
entire print run of 10,000 copies in twelve weeks. It was never reprinted, 
probably owing to paper restrictions in the immediate post-war years in 
Britain. The biography collected first-hand accounts of Grayson’s life and 
speculated on his fate with the possibility that he could still be alive. After 
all, Grayson was just three years older than Clement Attlee who had been 
Deputy Prime Minister in the wartime coalition and who, just the previous 
year, had become Prime Minister when Labour swept to power. The book’s 
real legacy, however, was to kick-start more searches and memory-racking. 
The surviving documentary evidence was slim. Victor had destroyed most 
of his private papers prior to 1920 and his surviving family appeared less 
than forthcoming in Groves’ quest for answers. However, following the 
publication, Groves received a steady stream of correspondence from those 
who knew Grayson. Some of it was genuinely helpful whilst others warned 
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him off continuing his search for Grayson. Augusta Grayson, Grayson’s 
younger sister, had launched a legal case against Groves for his suggestion 
that Victor might not have been born in the slums of Liverpool, but could 
actually have been the illegitimate child of an aristocrat. Although the case 
was dropped, the solicitor instructed by Augusta, Reginald de Mornay 
Davies, felt there was an attempt by elements of the British establishment 
to cover up the true story of Victor Grayson. A search through Reg Groves’ 
papers shows that de Mornay Davies worked secretly with Groves to crack 
the riddle of the missing politician once and for all. Throughout the early 
1950s they scoured death, burial and immigration records in Britain and 
Ireland. By this time, they expected Victor to be dead from cirrhosis of 
the liver, resulting from his years of alcoholism, which was recorded in 
his army medical records. Yet a thorough search of all records to March 
1953 revealed no death or burial record for Albert Victor Grayson. The 
pair concluded that this was surely proof that Victor had assumed a new 
identity. 

The investigation carried out in the early 1950s by Groves and de Mornay 
Davies differed from the 1942 police investigation in one important 
respect. Whilst Groves (and the police) was entirely open about his mission 
in the 1940s, this time around he kept his search secret. The solicitor de 
Mornay Davies wrote to Groves, ‘Yes, great care must be taken to keep 
our enquiries as secret as possible as one small slip and the whole of our 
mutual exertions will be completely ruined.’ It was also clear that Groves 
was blocked from making any contact with Victor’s surviving daughter 
Elaine, for whom his sister Augusta would not pass on the address. 

Groves made no mention of the extensive 1950s investigation in his 
second Grayson biography, The Strange Case of Victor Grayson (Pluto Press, 
1975), nor did he make any reference to de Mornay Davies and the many 
obstacles that had been put in their way. If he had done so, he might 
have received better reviews at the time and a kinder treatment from those 
historians who saw it as a lost opportunity to track down the few remaining 
individuals who might have been able to solve the mystery. Rather bizarrely, 
Groves abandoned much of his last three decades of research – leaving large 
portions unpublished – and threw in his lot with the journalist and crime 
writer Donald McCormick who had written Murder by Perfection (John 
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Long, 1970). McCormick was a prolific author who specialised in writing 
sensationalist books on unsolved crimes and mysteries, usually claiming to 
have discovered key information others had missed that proved the break-
through in long-debated cases, including that of Jack the Ripper. In Murder 
by Perfection McCormick described the murders of Victor Grayson and 
Edith Rosse by J. Maundy Gregory. Gregory was an Edwardian conman 
and political fixer who raised money for the Conservative and Liberal 
Parties through dubious means, including the selling of honours. The first 
half of the book dealt with Grayson’s disappearance and the reader familiar 
with his story would have been amazed by the amount of new informa-
tion McCormick brought to light, mostly from individuals long dead, in 
describing Grayson’s life after the Great War. It read like a spy-fiction thriller 
with Grayson as the handsome, rebellious hero who uncovered serious 
political corruption involving the Prime Minister, David Lloyd George, 
and his fixer, Gregory. In McCormick’s account, Grayson is last seen on 
a boat on the Thames heading to Gregory’s house by the painter, George 
Flemwell, who recognised Grayson so unhesitatingly, having painted his 
portrait some years previously. Gregory, we are told, murdered Grayson 
because he was threatening to expose his corrupt practices. The story 
seemed to fit together so well that it convinced a generation of journalists 
and historians, and to some extent still does. Television documentaries and 
books are still being released parroting McCormick’s 50-year-old theory, 
but, unfortunately, it was all pure fiction. Privately, Groves seemed to have 
his doubts too. Not only did McCormick’s theory contradict much of the 
research he had latterly carried out, but he was very guarded when Groves 
wrote to him questioning some of his assertions. McCormick informed 
Groves that he had disposed of most of his papers and was therefore unable 
to help his investigations. Despite these misgivings, Groves went along 
with McCormick and his decision to do so would radically alter the public 
memory of Victor Grayson. 

When David Clark, a former Colne Valley MP himself, came to write 
the first scholarly biography of Victor Grayson, he contacted Donald 
McCormick to probe further some of the more surprising aspects of 
Murder by Perfection. Whilst McCormick had told Groves in 1974 that 
he had disposed of his Grayson/Gregory notes, he now (in 1980) told 
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Clark that he had made a full search through his Grayson notes but was 
unable to answer any of his specific questions. Clark had his doubts, but 
McCormick was convincing and his theory was given another airing. Nev-
ertheless, Clark’s Victor Grayson: Labour’s Lost Leader (Quartet, 1985) 
revived interest in Grayson in the 1980s and two television documenta-
ries followed. Of particular interest was the fact that Clark had tracked 
down some of Grayson’s surviving family who suggested that their missing 
relative was preparing to disappear. This seemed to chime with Groves’ 
earlier investigations which had suggested Grayson was preparing for a 
new life.

In the three decades which followed Victor Grayson: Labour’s Lost Leader, 
interest in Grayson never abated. He continued to be mentioned in televi-
sion documentaries dealing with unsolved missing persons and to appear 
in histories of the Labour movement as the great lost hero of Edwardian 
England. Interest in Grayson and his political significance in the history 
of the Labour Party found a new, younger audience when Jeremy Corbyn 
was elected leader of the Labour Party in 2015. Corbyn’s surprise victory 
coupled with his unashamedly socialist approach renewed interest in 
Labour’s history of internal ideological struggle. Grayson’s name appeared 
frequently on social media, and whereas he had previously been synon-
ymous with unsolved mysteries, he was now becoming the focal point 
of discussion for a young generation of socialists. Twitter users pointed 
to his great by-election victory as evidence that Labour could win on a 
socialist ticket, whilst others pointed to his inconsistent parliamen-
tary performances and the limitation of spellbinding oratory with little 
practical application to back it up. Rather surprisingly, internet searches 
for Grayson far outnumbered those for his contemporaries such as Keir 
Hardie, Ramsay MacDonald and Philip Snowden. To meet this renewed 
interest David Clark’s 1985 biography was revised and re-released in 2016 
as Victor Grayson: The Man and the Mystery (Quartet, 2016). The book 
brought to light new information on Grayson’s personal life and gave more 
colour to his final years. However, in many respects Grayson remained just 
as much a mystery as before.

So why write about Grayson now? In 2007 I went to my university library 
to find a book about Hugh Gaitskell. The book was not there but next to 
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its empty space on the shelf was a copy of Clark’s Victor Grayson: Labour’s 
Lost Leader. I knew nothing of the subject but sat and read the book from 
cover to cover late into the evening. Being a student in Liverpool, I knew 
some of the streets where the young Grayson had grown up and I found his 
life an exciting but ultimately a cautionary tale. There were no other books 
about Grayson in the library and the ones I searched for were long out of 
print. That was that, or so I thought. Five years later I was canvassing in 
the dismal Police and Crime Commissioner elections in Warwickshire, 
held in November that year. After a day of particularly fruitless campaign-
ing in the rain, we retired to the warm home of two elderly Labour Party 
members. The conversation came round to the history of the Labour 
Party and one of the members, Ann, mentioned an MP who had disap-
peared. She could not remember his name so I asked whether it was Victor 
Grayson. Indeed it was, and we had a brief discussion about Grayson and 
that period of politics. A few weeks later I received a call from Ann who 
was moving house and had found two boxes of Grayson papers that had 
belonged to her husband which were going to be thrown in the skip. I 
gratefully saved them from destruction and spent the next few days going 
through the mass of information. The papers were in fact a collection of 
research into the life of Victor Grayson carried out in the very early 1960s 
by Derek Forwood, himself a Labour politician who had sadly died in 
2007. Amongst the bundles of papers were letters from key Labour lumi-
naries such as Clement Attlee and Herbert Morrison with their memories 
of Grayson, together with detailed letters from dozens of people who knew 
Grayson personally, including those who had seen him alive after his dis-
appearance. The papers by themselves represented a significant mine of 
information that existed nowhere else, especially since many of the authors 
had died before David Clark began his serious research into Grayson’s life. 
In addition to these papers are my own findings – the culmination of more 
than a decade’s research – which finally uncover the true life and legacy of 
Victor Grayson, Britain’s lost revolutionary. 

History may well repeat itself and in the aftermath of Labour’s 2019 
General Election defeat we see again the struggle for the soul of the 
Labour Party in which Victor Grayson was the principal player from 1907 
until the outbreak of the Great War. With the defeat of Jeremy Corbyn’s 
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Labour, many of his supporters are looking outside the party for avenues 
to achieve socialism in Britain. They look, as Grayson did, to the primacy 
of extra-parliamentary action over the slow, creeping progress down the 
parliamentary road to socialism. We see in Grayson’s story that in Britain, 
with its first-past-the-post electoral system, it is, to paraphrase Aneurin 
Bevan, the Labour Party or nothing. 

If history repeats itself then so do historians. So much nonsense about the 
life and career of Victor Grayson has been blithely repeated in newspaper 
articles, biographies and history books in the last century that he has been 
side-lined as a principal player in the story of the Labour movement and 
of British politics in the Edwardian age. This biography will try to set the 
record straight. 



1
The Boy from Liverpool

The life of Victorian England was an intolerable life, and ought not to 
be borne by human beings. 

E.P. Thompson1

I have known much poverty and many of its suicidal horrors …
Victor Grayson’s sister, Augusta2 

If Victor Grayson’s life was shrouded in mystery, then that of his parents 
was no clearer. In fact, Victor should not have had the last name Grayson 
at all. His father was born William Dickinson in Ecclesfield, Yorkshire, 
in 1849. William was the son of a carpenter but was temperamentally ill-
suited to work and authority. Eager to escape a life of drudgery and seeking 
adventure, William enlisted for the 51st Regiment of Foot of the British 
Army in 1866. Like many young men he lied about his age and, just 17 
years old, he claimed to be 20. He was paid £1 as a bounty and joined the 
regiment in Sheffield, but the army failed to change his ways and within 
four months of enlisting William had his pay withheld for indiscipline and 
to recompense the government for destruction of army property. 

Throughout 1867 William spent most of his time in army prison cells 
awaiting trial, conviction and further imprisonment for repeatedly going 
absent from duty without leave. The following year saw a slight improve-
ment in his behaviour and he was rewarded with one month’s leave. But 
William once again found himself incarcerated over Christmas 1869, just 
before his regiment sailed for Ireland. After a period of extended leave 
William returned to his unit as it moved from Curragh to Athlone, about 
50 miles west of Dublin. Here, he was again repeatedly punished for poor 
behaviour and in 1872, when his regiment moved to Fermoy, in the south 
of Ireland, to embark at Queenstown (renamed Cobh in 1920) for passage 
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to India, William deserted. This was an era when desertion and persistent 
bad conduct could still result in branding and flogging before a dishon-
orable discharge. But William managed to make good his escape and he 
likely stowed away to Liverpool, leaving all record of his life as William 
Dickinson behind him. 

Victor Grayson’s mother, Elizabeth, had a similarly mysterious past. In 
separate census records she claimed to have been born in both Scotland 
and Ireland around the year 1852. It is likely she was born in Scotland 
and later worked in service in Ireland. No exact match for Elizabeth Craig 
(or Creag) can be found in the Scottish records, though there are several 
possibilities, but compulsory registration of births did not become law in 
Scotland until 1855. Therefore, we cannot be certain she was registered 
at all. The young Elizabeth would have been entitled to a comparatively 
good standard of education in Victorian Scotland, so it is strange that 
on the birth certificates of all her children she marks her name with a 
simple cross denoting ‘The mark of Elizabeth Grayson’. Biographers and 
historians have pointed to the cross on Victor Grayson’s birth certificate as 
evidence that the devout Elizabeth could not bring herself to sign a fraud-
ulent document, thereby questioning Victor’s true parentage. However, all 
of Elizabeth’s children have the cross in common on their birth certificates. 
Her illiteracy, coupled with her birth not being registered, suggests her 
family was amongst the very poorest. A common occurrence for a Scottish 
girl whose family was financially unable to keep her was to be sent to 
Ireland to work in service, which is what happened. However, we cannot 
be certain which family she worked for, though there is enduring specula-
tion that it was the Marlborough family.

An old Grayson family legend has it that when Elizabeth was working 
in service she met the wayward soldier, William Dickinson. Whether 
Elizabeth ran away to Liverpool with William or joined him later we 
cannot be sure, though the two are later recorded as being married as 
William and Elizabeth Grayson. Yet no actual marriage certificate exists 
for the couple which suggests they were not legally married. Although 
nowadays we would not think twice about an unmarried couple cohabit-
ing and starting a family, in mid-to-late Victorian England there was an 
enormous stigma attached to such an arrangement. It was not uncommon 
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for unmarried couples to be evicted by their landlords and for social support 
to be limited, so the couple would have been careful not to leave a paper 
trail and they probably found life easier to simply say they were married. 
This might explain why the couple regularly moved from rented proper-
ties around several districts of central and north Merseyside. Further, as 
the couple were not married, all the Grayson children were born out of 
wedlock – socially scandalous at a time when families went to extreme 
lengths to cover up such a secret. Indeed, the lack of a marriage certificate 
and dates not adding up on existing records are strong indicators to today’s 
family historians that children had been born out of wedlock and that the 
family attempted to cover their tracks. Records for the nineteenth century 
show that half of all murder victims were babies; the shame and stigma 
of an illegitimate child was so great that mothers would kill their own 
children. In this atmosphere, it is not surprising that the Grayson family 
guarded their secret so desperately.

Family secrets aside, life in late Victorian Liverpool was far from easy. 
The kind of homes the Grayson family lived in had no electricity or 
central heating and relied on gas lamps and coal fires. There would be no 
indoor toilet and no running water. If children survived birth, they had 
incurable tuberculosis, measles, whooping cough, chicken pox and scarlet 
fever to deal with. If they made it to school age unaffected, they were 
likely to find two or three children in their class knock-kneed, bow-legged 
or hump-backed.3 Despite poverty in large swathes of the city, Liverpool 
had become a major world port in the lifetime of William and Elizabeth 
Grayson. With the development of artificial waterways like the Leeds-
Liverpool canal, Liverpool became the main distribution centre for many 
of the goods produced in Britain’s northern industrial heartlands. It was 
perfectly situated to export South Lancashire coal and Cheshire rock salt 
whilst receiving West Indian sugar and Virginian tobacco. As ever-growing 
industrial demand brought with it economic expansion, Liverpool needed 
an ever-increasing army of workers and it became a magnet for those 
seeking a better life from Ireland, Wales and Scotland. But the boom 
in population growth was not matched by increased housing provision. 
Already existing poor social conditions were exacerbated by the influx 
of workers, particularly for unskilled and casual work. Unscrupulous 
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landlords, landowners and builders simply crammed as many of these 
desperate souls as possible into the court and cellar dwellings which came 
to dominate the poorer areas of the city. A Liverpool historian described 
the living conditions in detail: 

these court areas, a small area of ground of about thirty to forty feet wide, 
[were] wholly or partly surrounded by walls or buildings of appreciable 
height, which served to shut out the very light of day for most residents. 
With this cul de sac arrangement, access to the court was gained through 
a narrow passage with usually one communal water tap in the middle 
and one or two communal toilets at the end of the court. Often toilets 
would be in disrepair or choked for lack of water supply, making the 
conditions and atmosphere both noxious and very unhealthy.4 

Whilst other cities of Victorian Britain were little better and ‘displayed 
a facade that concealed some of the most appalling social and environ-
mental conditions imaginable’, Liverpool was the worst example of the 
hideousness of Victorian city life. It was on Merseyside that ‘Poverty was 
more desperate, housing more squalid, the state of public health more 
shocking and social distinctions more cruel than perhaps anywhere else 
in the country.’5 The Unitarian Rev. Richard Acland Armstrong arrived in 
Liverpool in 1885. He recalled:

I came to Liverpool as a stranger … to take up my residence in the second 
city of the mightiest Empire the world has ever seen. I admired its public 
buildings, its vast docks, its stately shipping, its splendid shops, its lovely 
parks … But after the first glance I was appalled by one aspect of things 
… The contiguity of immense wealth and abysmal poverty forced itself 
upon my notice … the superb carriages of the rich, with their freights 
of refined and elegant ladies, threaded their way among sections of the 
population so miserable and squalid that my heart ached at the sight of 
them. I had seen wealth. I had seen poverty. But never before had I seen 
the two so jammed together.6




