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1. Introduction 
I was 24 when my father died, just a few months shy of his 70th birthday. 

Reserved and introspective, he was happiest surrounded by his books, of 

which there were many (one to read, one for the library and one to lend to 

friends). For the last decade of his life he suffered from severe Parkinson’s 

Disease which rendered verbal communication especially difficult. I have 

attempted to piece together aspects of his life – Poet, Intelligence Officer, a 

career in the Middle East - but the resulting picture is frustratingly 

fragmented. As I approach my 60th birthday I wish I had got to know him 

better.  

 

John Luttrell with his wife Elizabeth.  

____________________________________________________________ 
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2. Timeline 
1915  Born 31 Dec 

1917  Father dies 

1926   Anne dies 

1928   Mary dies 

1929-35  Dauntsey’s School 

1937   Spanish War (aid work for the Refugee Children Aid Society) 

1928-39 South Africa (citrus farming) 

1939-40 University of Grenoble (Cours de Vacances) 

  School of Oriental & African Studies, University of London  

1940-46 Captain, Intelligence Corps 

1946-48 Control Commission, Germany  

1949-51 British Petroleum 

1952-68 Iraq Petroleum Company 

1952  Tripoli, Lebanon 

1953-55 Basrah 

1955-57 Kirkuk 

1958-68 Doha, Qatar 

1959  Married to Lady Elizabeth Shirley 

1960  Mother dies 

1961  Son born 

1968  Return to England 

1970-72 American Embassy 

1972-74 Consultant for Qatar National Museum 

1975  Diagnosed with Parkinson’s 

1985  Died 26th September 

____________________________________________________________ 

  



4 
 

3. Early years 
John Fownes Luttrell was born in Bere Alston, Devon on 31 December 

1915 to Hugh Luttrell, MP for West Devon, and his wife Dorothy (nee 

Wedderburn). John was the sixth youngest of seven children born between 

1904 and 1918 – Mary, Louisa, Elizabeth, William, Anne and Catherine. 

His father died when John was just two years old, and his sisters Mary and 

Anne both died before he had reached his teens.  

 

 
 

 

John with his sister Catherine. 

The family moved to Bussage, Gloucestershire. John was educated at 

Dauntsey’s School in Devizes and later studied at Grenoble University, and 

the School of Oriental and African Studies at the University of London. 
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Front view of the house in Bussage, Gloucestershire 

 

View from John's bedroom window in the Bussage house. 

 

The village of Bussage.  
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At the age of 20 he went to Spain to join a group of English volunteers 

assisting in the work of the Refugee Children Aid Society from August to 

November 1937 during the Spanish Civil War. He was issued with a 

military pass enabling him to travel between Puigcerda and Barcelona. He 

recorded his experience in poetry and photography.   

 

With volunteers at the Refugee Camp. John Lutrell is marked with an X.  

 

English volunteers and Spanish refugee children. John Luttrell marked with an X.  
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Swimming pool at the camp, Puigcerda. 
 

 

Armoured cars, Barcelona.  
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Italian prisoners in Barcelona, 1937.  

 

 

Spanish war posters - 'To overthrow Fascism, build up the Air Force'. 'Assassins' (a 

vivid poster depicting enemy atrocities, bomb falling on Red Cross hospital, November 

1937).  

John Luttrell spoke of his experiences in Spain in the press and at public 

meetings, illustrated below. 
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'Just another air raid' (Johannesburg Star, June 1938).  
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Letters to the Editor, Johannesburg Star, June 1938. 
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Notice of public meeting at which John Luttrell spoke.  

 

The bombing of Guernica.  
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Bombing of Madrid. 
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On 26th April 1938 he set sail for South Africa. There he spent time in 

Mataffin station, East Transvaal, four hours east of Johannesburg, citrus 

farming with H.L.Hall & Sons.  

He then secured a position in the Intelligence Corps where he served as a 

Lieutenant and then Captain in the Middle East from 1940-46.  

As Army Press Censor “he was in a position which demanded most careful 

cooperation and considerable tact in his dealings with the Iraqi Government 

and newspaper officials”. (letter of reference 23 May 1946).  

He wrote regularly to his mother and sisters during this period and the 

correspondence contains some amusing anecdotes. For instance, one Easter 

he was granted a few days’ leave and set off on foot through the desert to 

visit the Hanging Gardens of Babylon. Some Bedouins took pity on him 

and insisted that he ride their donkey.  The gardens proved to be a 

disappointment but inspired him to write a beautiful poem. 
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After the end of the War from 1946-48 he worked in the Control 

Commission in Germany initially as a Public Relations Officer. At the age 

of 32 he undertook an Indoctrination course with the School of 

Intelligence, Herford at Bremen, coming first. Thereupon he moved into 

the Political Intelligence section of 13 Niedersachsen Intelligence Staff, 

compiling background notes on leading German politicians and public 

figures, writing commentaries on the political scene and collating 

background reports.  
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According to a letter of reference “he carried out these duties with 

painstaking efficiency. Mr. Luttrell has a quietly pleasant personality and a 

good cultural background. He is well liked by his colleagues and is 

respected by those Germans with whom he came into contact.” 

He then returned to the Middle East with BP working in Iraq and Iran, 

before joining the Qatar Petroleum Company (later Iraq Petroleum 

Company) where he worked in public relations in Tripoli, Basrah, Kirkuk 

before settling in Qatar in 1958, managing relations between the 

multinational oil giants who were behind IPC and the Qatari royal family. 

 

Prince Philip and Sheikh Ahmad, the ruler of Qatar, at Doha airport. 

 

John luttrell at a café on the shores of the Dead Sea, Christmas 1954.  
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John Luttrell standing among the ruins of the Roman colonnade in Jerash, Jordan, 

Christmas 1954. 

____________________________________________________________ 

  



31 
 

4. Language & literature 
John was fluent in French and Arabic and also spoke German, Italian and 

Spanish.  He read widely from Shakespeare, Milton, and Charles Lamb 

through to Graham Greene, Aldous Huxley, Somerset Maugham and PG 

Wodehouse.  

His favourite poets included TS Eliot and WH Auden. Laurie Lee (author 

of Cider & Rosie) thanked him for some kind comments he wrote. He was 

also once seated next to Agatha Christie at a literary lunch.  
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Article by John Luttrell published in Iraq Petroleum magazine. 
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John Luttrell's book plate, its motif drawn from the 14th century Luttrell Psalter, below. 

 

 

____________________________________________________________ 
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5. Photography & Art 

John took photographs wherever he travelled. He also had a strong interest 

in art, particularly 20th century painters such as Modigliani, Augustus 

John, Stanley Spencer and Paul Nash. A framed print of John Piper’s 

Entrance to a Wood hung above the Kuwait chest in our hallway. He also 

collected mementoes from the Middle East such as David Roberts prints, 

Persian rugs, Muscat shells, bronze coffee pots and a hookah. 

 

A hookah collected by John Luttrell 
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John Luttrell's Movado Ermeto travel watch. 

____________________________________________________________ 
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6. Personal Life 
His years abroad left him homesick, the sense of 'nostos' inspiring again to 

express this in a poem. Returning to England after the War he fell in love in 

1946 and again in 1951 inspiring some beautiful poems. 
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In June 1959 while on leave to the UK he was introduced to Lady Elizabeth 

Shirley, eldest daughter of Earl Ferrers, at a party in London. Whether it 

was the Denman & Goddard suits (James Bond’s tailor) or a shared 

background in military intelligence (Betty having worked on the Enigma 

machine code breaking) it must have been love at first sight for within a 

month they were engaged. They married on 24 October that year at All 

Saint’s, Brailsford, Derbyshire. No one knew how to pronounce Qatar so 

they were wished ‘health and happiness in the gutter.’  They honeymooned 

in Venice. 
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In Doha they lived in a bungalow provided by the Iraq Petroleum 

Company. I was born in England in June 1961 but my father was unable to 

get leave till December. My mother and I would spend much of the year in 

Doha but would often return to the UK for months on end, particularly 

during the summer, staying at my grandmother’s home in Shirley, 

Derbyshire. 

 

Home in Doha, Qatar. 
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John, Betty and Robert in the garden at Doha, with Saleem and D'Souza. 

We used to fly B.O.A.C (British Overseas Airways Corporation - otherwise 

known as ‘Better On a Camel’) and break the journey with an overnight 

stop off in Beirut, Tehran or Abu Dhabi. I remember being taught how to 

order an egg boiled for 4 and a half minutes in Farsi. 
 

 
 

John’s job involved spending a lot of time with the Qatari royal family and 

he was often invited to the palace. On one trip he happened to admire a 

very smart Philips wireless and in accordance with conventions of Arab 

hospitality it was promptly delivered to our home, to his acute 

embarrassment. He had a cosmopolitan group of friends including Danish 

archaeologists and there was quite a social life for expats including parties 

in fancy dress. 
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We had a Pye radiogram which instilled a lifelong love of Flanders & 

Swann and With The Beatles (the only pop record they ever owned).  

While he was at work I attended The Shell school. Weekends we would 

spend at the beach or meandering through the Souk to buy nougat. 

Sometimes he would drive us in a blue Austin Westminster to Umm Sai’d 

about 30 miles out of Doha where there was a large swimming pool. 

 

On the way to the large swimming pool at Umm Sai'd in the Austin Westminster. 

___________________________________________________________ 
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7. Return to England 
We returned to England in 1968, a few years after my mother had had a 

stillborn daughter. It must have been terribly sad for both of them. We 

bought a house in Itchen Abbas, near Winchester in preparation for my 

education. 

Having left Iraq Petroleum John managed to pick up occasional work as a 

translator in Arabic and French at the American Embassy in London for the 

Foreign Broadcasts Information Service. From 1972 to 1974 he helped with 

the development of the Qatar National Museum, as a consultant to Michael 

Rice & Co.  

He was a member of the Travellers Club, the English Speaking Union, the 

Anglo-Arab Association, the Royal Society for Asian Affairs and the 

Council for the Advancement of Arab-British Understanding.  

In the mid 1970s John was diagnosed with Parkinson’s Disease.  His 

physical health deteriorated quickly and he lost a great deal of weight but 

not his mental acuity. As he would shake too much I would hold The Times 

for him and read out the clues to the cryptic crossword, which he would 

decipher (without the benefit of seeing the puzzle) and he would then 

stammer out the solution.  

I would also help shave him in the morning, trying to time it between 

tremors so that I did not nick him. Eventually, the shakes got so bad we had 

to resort to an electric razor. 

Around this time he also enrolled in the Open University where he studied 

Philosophy. 
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Home in Itchen Abbas, near Winchester.  

He bore his illness like a Stoic and never complained. He passed away in 

September 1985.  In his own quiet way he left his mark on those who knew 

him. Among the many kind condolences my mother received this was 

typical: 

“I knew your husband about a year some 45 years ago…I had many chats 

with John and he told me about his time in South Africa and the Luttrells of 

Dunster Castle… John was such a fine man.” 
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John and Betty, Earl Ferrers (Betty's brother), Countess Ferrers, and the Rev. Maurice 

Robson. 

____________________________________________________________ 

 


