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Richard at Kingsley Hall, 1996 

 

“We have lost someone utterly irreplaceable. A massively gifted man, he was also 

the best possible friend. This highly erudite man epitomised everything that was 

special about his generation of artists, one which cared deeply – treasuring, 

celebrating and recording all that was best in people.”  

Lord [David] Puttnam, The Guardian, 25-08-14. 

 

“For those who followed his career in the entertainment world, Richard Attenborough had three 

distinct personas: the baby-faced, pint-sized actor, at turns cocky and cowardly later rotund in 

mostly creepy character roles; the film director of epics such as “Gandhi” and “Chaplin”; and Lord 

'Dickie', ubiquitous, ebullient and lachrymose, presiding over a host of charitable organisations. 

However, each image merges into a complete picture of a cheerful humanitarian and imperishable 

idealist who, for over half a century, played an integral part in British cultural life.”  

Peter Bradshaw, The Guardian, 25-08-14. 

 

Richard's father, Frederick Levi Attenborough, was a don at Emmanuel College, Cambridge, and an 

expert on Anglo-Saxon law, who became principal of University College Leicester. His mother, 

Mary, was very socially active: she was, for example, a founder of The Marriage Guidance Council. 

Both were supporters of the Republican cause during the Spanish Civil War, took deprived children 

on holiday and, for eight years, looked after two Jewish girls from Nazi Germany at the outbreak of 

the second world war. Mary won her sons John, Richard and David over to this latter plan by telling 



them: “It's entirely up to you, darlings”, a phrase Richard adopted both to persuade others to his 

bidding and for the title of his autobiography [1].  “That particular decision, not paying lip service 

but taking positive, responsible action to help other human beings, made a profound impression on 

me. It has, I suppose, affected my life and my attitudes ever since.” And again: “It was an 

extraordinary background my brother Dave and I had. Our parents believed in the responsibility of 

one human being for another and in the idea that you had little right to enjoy the phenomenal joys 

of life unless you were aware of of others who could be three feet or 3000 miles away, facing 

difficulties you had no understanding of. They believed in the principal of putting something back. 

That, for them, was what life was about. And boy, they lived their life to the full.” 

 

In 1940, Richard won a scholarship to RADA where he met his wife, Sheila Sim. He joined the 

RAF in June 1943 and became a navigator. He later expressed his frustration at never becoming a 

pilot in John Boulting's film “Journey Together”. His first major success as a film actor was Stoker 

Snipe in Noel Coward's “In Which We Serve” [1942]. Richard and Sheila, whom he nick-named 

'Poppy', were married in 1945: they had three children, Jane, Michael and Charlotte. In 1952, they 

both starred in Agatha Christie's “The Mousetrap” for two years which is still running in the West 

End. His first role as Director was “Oh, What a Lovely War!”, Joan Littlewood's satire on the first 

world war.   

 

By the end of his life, he had acted in 78 films, directed 12, produced 13 and is credited with 

different roles in 98 other film and television programmes. He was awarded a BAFTA [Best Actor], 

three Golden Globes [2 for Best Supporting Actor and Best Director for “Gandhi” 1982] and 

nominated for Best Director for “A Chorus Line” [1985] and “Cry Freedom [1987]. He won two 

Oscars for Best Director and Best Film for “Gandhi”. 

 

“GANDHI” 
 

His book “In Search of Gandhi” [2] is a vivid and inspirational account of the 20 years he spent   

seeking the funds for and the making of the film. He describes how, in 1962, Motilal Kothari 

pleaded with him to make the film. “Mr Kothari proved to be a dedicated follower of Gandhi who 

had left India in disgust following the Mahatma's assassination by a fellow Hindu. He was working 

at The Indian High Commission. .. His mission was to disseminate the story of the Mahatma's life 

as widely as possible, making his philosophy and achievements known to the whole world.” [1, p9]. 

When he did begin work, he simply got Lord Mountbatten to introduce him to Prime Minister 

Jawarharlal Nehru and took it from there. Nehru's advice was that it would be wrong to deify 

Gandhi: “He was too great a man for that”. It was this monumental, three-hour biopic, released 20 

years later in 1982 that many said was his finest hour. [Others nominated “Shadowlands”]. 

“Gandhi” won eight Oscars – the biggest haul ever for a British movie. It was a high-minded, old 

fashioned epic with a compelling central performance using thousands upon thousands of real, non-

CGI extras – arguably the last real historical epic of this sort. It was Attenborough's good fortune to 

have found the Anglo-Indian actor Ben Kingsley and given him the role he was born to play. 

Attenborough dedicated the film and the book to Mountbatten, Nehru and Kothari.  

 

It was typical of the man to say, when he won the Oscars, that he was surprised to have won and 

that he was disappointed to have deprived Stephen Spielberg of the honours for his film “E.T. The 

Extra-Terrestrial”.  “Gandhi” he said “was a piece of narration rather than cinema” whereas “E.T. 

was an infinitely more creative and fundamental piece of cinema”. 

 

According to The Daily Express, it 'made a profit of well over £100 million'.  

 

 



 

THE GANDHI FOUNDATION 
 

Richard with Cecil Evans at Kingsley Hall, 1996 

 

In 1983, after its phenomenal world-wide success, Surur Hoda [UK Secretary-General of 

International Transport Workers Federation], Cecil Evans [Assistant General Secretary of Quaker 

Peace and service], Diana Schumacher [Co-Founder, The Schumacher Society and Co-Founder, 

Environmental Action Group for Europe] and Martin Polden [Co-Founder and first Chairman, 

Environmental Law Foundation] went to see Attenborough with the proposal to set up The Gandhi 

Foundation and for him to become President. He agreed. Martin Polden drew up the Constitution 

which was ratified by The Charity Commission in 1985.  Lord (David) Ennals [ex-Minister at The 

Foreign Office under James Callaghan and Chair of The All Party Group on Tibet] became the first 

Chairman.  The organisation originally operated from the home of Surur Hoda in Purley, Surrey. It 

was subsequently decided that the office be relocated to Kingsley Hall in the east end of London 

where Gandhi had stayed on his official visit in 1931 in preference to the prestigious Savoy Hotel 

which had been officially booked for him. Subsequently, Attenborough helped to finance the 

renovation of Kingsley Hall and continued to give generously towards its upkeep and that of the  

Gandhi Foundation for many years to come 

 

In 1993, David Baker, Murray Batley [Chair, Kingsley Hall] and I organised a party to celebrate 

Richard's elevation to the peerage [Labour]. He gave an impromptu speech on how it was 

absolutely imperative for everybody to work hard to eliminate the curse of racism and sexism. He 

received a standing ovation. 

 

In 1995, he funded a Bangladeshi advice worker, Nurun Chowdhury, for a year and ensured that 



The National Lottery took over for a further two years. 

 

 

Richard at Kingsley Hall, 1993 



 

 

 

From left: John Rowley, Richard Attenborough, Prunella Scarlett [Director of Commonwealth 



Affairs], Ben Kingsley, Geraldine James, Saeed Jaffrey, Surur Hoda, Cecil Evans 

Front:  Balu Raghuraman and N Balachandar 

St Martins-in-the-Fields, 1st December 1998 

 

From the summer of 1997, I was privileged to work with him organising the 50th Anniversary of 

Gandhi's assassination. This was a multi-faith service held at St Martin-in-the-Fields in Trafalgar 

Square on 30th January 1998. An estimated 1200 people attended many of whom had to be 

accommodated in the Crypt below where a television screen had been set up. The Rev Nicholas 

Holtham, now Bishop of Salisbury, opened the service.  Saeed Jaffrey [Vallabhbhai Patel] read 

Nehru's broadcast to the nation on the day of Gandhi's assassination.  Balu Raghuraman and N 

Balachandar played themes from two of Gandhi's favourite ragas. Geraldine James [Mirabehn] read 

from speeches by Nelson Mandela, HH Dalai Lama and Martin Luther King. Ben Kingsley read 

three excerpts from Gandhi: “I will give you a talisman:”, “It is not non-violence if we merely love 

those who love us...” and “To me God is truth and love, ...”. Elisabeth Rosario sang “Ubi Caritas”. 

Richard delivered the sermon. [See picture above]. 

 

The Patrons were The Secretary-General of the Commonwealth, The Indian High Commissioner, 

The South African High Commissioner and The Royal Commonwealth Society, all of whom spoke 

at the Reception held afterwards at The South African Embassy. India's President, K R Narayan, had 

sent a message. Cecil Evans, Chair, and Surur Hoda, Secretary-General, spoke about the work of 

The Foundation. Eirwen Harbottle spoke about the work of her husband, General Sir Michael 

Harbottle, who had been awarded posthumously the first Gandhi International Peace Award, and 

Diana Schumacher, who had donated the statuette for the Award, spoke about the work of The 

Schumacher Society. 

 

Richard chaired three meetings of The Foundation: two in his cinema at Beaver Lodge and one at 

Capital Radio [which he had co-founded and still chaired] in Leicester Square. 

 

On 1st December 2007, Richard hosted the 25th anniversary of the release of “Gandhi” at BAFTA of 

which he was then President. This was a fund-raising dinner for The Foundation organised by Omar 

Hayat and Paul Bloomfield of The Prem Rawat Foundation. Lord Bhikhu Parekh, now President of 

The Foundation, and Ben Kingsley were amongst those who spoke. 

 

The last time I met Richard was in February 2008 when he invited my daughter and me to visit him 

in Beaver Lodge. Shortly after he and Sheila moved to Denville Hall [a nursing home for actors that 

he had jointly set up with Gielgud, Olivier and others and had helped fund for many years], we sent 

him two A3 posters for “The Festival of Non-Violence” [2008] on the back of each were written 

messages of goodwill and thanks from those attending the Multi-faith Service held at St 

Ethelburgas.  “The Best of P G Wodehouse” was also included. In our last conversation, I told him 

how much all of us at The Foundation admired and loved him and thanked him profusely for his 

work. 

 

CODA 
 

THOMAS PAINE 

 
Richard once said that he hoped to make films until he died. “On my last day of shooting, I'd be 

happy to say: 'Cut, it's a wrap' and fall off my twig.” To our great misfortune, he never realised his 

last great ambition: to make a biopic of Thomas Paine, the British-born writer and activist who 

played key roles in the American and French Revolutions. In 1989, he commissioned a screenplay 

from Trevor Griffiths which he described as a tour-de-force. Michael Grade agreed: “It was a 



brilliant script and I think he spent more time on that than he did on Gandhi.” Kurt Vonnegut called 

it 'a gorgeous pageant of American idealism'. Tom Stoppard described it as 'magnificent, huge, 

human, an education in history, of course, but also in the human spirit'. Paine believed in free 

education and the emancipation of women. 

 

Richard said: “I want to make a film about Tom Paine. I think Tom Paine is one of the greatest men 

that's ever lived. He lived in the 18th century and was involved in the writing of American 

Declaration of Independence, the American Constitution, the French Constitution, wrote the great 

book called The Rights of Man. But nobody wants to make it. Nobody. Because it's politics, it's 

religion, it's morality, it's period, [but] it doesn't have any of the things that now are supposedly  

prerequisites to commercial success.  

 

“I'm going to make it, provided I'll stand on my feet, but it's not easy, any more than Gandhi was, 

any more than Cry Freedom was. These movies are very difficult to make (especially) if you're not 

prepared or interested in science fiction (or) CGI stuff (or) if you're not prepared to indulge in the 

pornography of violence or overt sexual matter, it's very, very difficult. It is hard to raise the money. 

… What I am sad about is that there is now, in America, no equivalent to the art circuit. In other 

words, the cost of promoting movies, the advertising and promotion of a movie, that budget is 

almost as large as the cost of the movie.  And if you don't have something which they believe will 

reach an enormous audience, then they won't go for it. And so you fall out. And there are companies 

in the UK, terrific companies, young companies, who are having a go, but it is not any easier, in fact 

I think it's probably even more difficult than it was when Forbesy and I were starting, which is a 

pity.” 

 

He spent two decades unsuccessfully seeking the £43 million he needed. Griffiths eventually 

released the screenplay as a book [3]. It was adapted for radio with Jonathan Pryce and for the stage 

and performed at The Globe with the title “A New World” in 2009. Geoffrey McNab [The 

Independent, 26-08-14] wrote: “It was far too radical a project for the times. It wasn't just the 

expense that put off potential backers. What almost certainly alarmed them even more were the 

ideas.” The Secretary of The Thomas Paine Society still has hopes that the film will be made as do I 

and thousands of others. 

 

CONFLICT RESOLUTION AND PEACE STUDIES 

 

Another unrealised project of his was to increase and improve the teaching of Gandhi's principles 

and practices on the National Curriculum. At the time [2004], Gandhi was mentioned 11 times 

across four subjects. We agreed that that the best subject in which to deliver a coherent curriculum 

would be 'Citizenship Education' which David Blunkett had implemented from Sir Bernard Crick's 

Commission on Participative Democracy. Our proposal was entitled “Practising Conflict 

Resolution: a compendium of practices for Key Stages 3 and 4”. 

 

He also asked me to draft a proposal for the University of Sussex of which he was then Chancellor. 

I started work on this in 2004 and submitted the final draft to him in July 2007 with the title: “Peace 

in the Individual and the Community: The Psychology, Sociology and Philosophy of Personal and 

Interpersonal Peace”.  The argument was that it was necessary to develop Citizenship Education 

curriculum into the tertiary level, that it should be based upon the 12 categories of conflict 

resolution devised by The University of South Wales and housed in an independent department – 

perhaps, The Attenborough Institute for Peace Studies. The vast majority of university teaching and 

research on 'Peace Studies' at the time concentrated on conflict resolution techniques between 

nation states, patterns of weapons distribution and direct and indirect costs of conflicts. There was 

no comprehensive examination of the very sources of conflict, that is, within the individual, 

between individuals and neighbouring civil communities.  



 

 

OTHER POSITIONS

Richard was also the President of RADA, Chairman of Capital Radio, President of BAFTA and 

President of the British National Film and Television School. He was also a Vice Patron of the 

Cinema and Television Benevolent Fund. 

 

He was the Patron of the UWC movement (United World Colleges) and often visited the United 

World College of Southern Africa(UWCSA). His wife and he founded the "Richard and Sheila 

Attenborough Visual Arts Centre". He also founded the 'Jane Holland Creative Centre for Learning' 

at Waterford Kamhlaba in Swaziland in memory of his daughter, who tragically died in the tsunami 

on Boxing Day, 2004.  

 

He was elected as Chancellor of the University of Sussex on 20 March 1998. He was a lifelong 

supporter of Chelsea Football Club, served as a director from 1969-1982 and, since 1993, held the 

honorary position of Life Vice President. He was also the head of the consortium, "Dragon 

International", which is constructing a film and television studio complex in Llanilid, Wales, often 

referred to as "Valleywood". 

 

In 1967, he was made a Commander of the Order of the British Empire (CBE). He was knighted in 

1976 and, in 1993, he was made a life peer as Baron Attenborough of Richmond-upon-Thames. 

 

On 13 July 2006, Attenborough and his brother, David, were awarded the titles of Distinguished 

Honorary Fellows of the University of Leicester "in recognition of a record of continuing 

distinguished service to the University". He was made an Honorary Fellow of Bangor University for 

his continued efforts to film making. 

His son, Michael, is an acclaimed Theatre Director who spent ten very successful years as Artistic 

Director of The Almeida Theatre.
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Richard at Kingsley Hall, 1993 

 

 

 


