Obituary: Russell Johnston
     Baron Russell-Johnston of Minginsh in Highland, who died in Paris on 27 July, on the eve of his 76th birthday, was one of the paramount internationalists and Europeans in the Liberal Party and subsequently the Liberal Democrats.

     As Russell Johnston (he changed his name by deed poll on being given a peerage in 1993, incorporating his Christian name into his title) served for 33 years as the M.P. for Inverness (and then for the redrawn constituency of Inverness, Nairn and Lochaber), retaining his seat in the 1992 general election with just 26% of the vote.
     Russell was Deputy Leader of the Liberal Democrats from 1988-1992, having spent the previous 14 years as Leader of the Scottish Liberal Party, in which role he made scores of memorable and witty speeches, collected into two published volumes. He had a splendid turn of phrase, for example describing Conservatism as ‘a collection of prejudices moderated by remorse.’

     He was the Foreign Affairs spokesman of the Liberal Party for many years, regularly chairing an advisory group in London which brought together an eclectic mix of foreign policy experts from within the ordinary party membership.

     Russell was President of Liberal International British Group (LIBG) for several years and led the British delegation to the 1990 Madrid Liberal International Congress. He was a frequent attendee and speaker at the annual LIBG summer garden parties hosted by Anneliese Waugh, including the one on the 6th July this year, despite being far from well, though one would not have guessed from his sardonic humour.

     Russell was devoted to the Highland and Islands of Scotland. He was a keen fan of the regional game of shinty, and enjoyed a glass or three of whisky. When he was elected to Westminster in 1964, he turned up in a kilt, and advocated the then unpopular cause of Home Rule.

     But above all, Russell was a passionate European. The biggest disappointment of his political career was failing, twice, to be elected to the European Parliament for the Highlands and Islands. But he more than made up for that by being a most active member of the Parliamentary Assembly of the Council of Europe, of which he became President (1999-2002). He also participated in the Western European Union. 
     He travelled incessantly on the Continent (acquiring the nickname ‘Russell’s in Brussels’), and delighted a large circle of friends with his stream of jolly postcards. I treasure a Christmas card from him, posted in February, with the message ‘pardon the slight delay’. But behind the flippant façade, this was a man doing serious work, for which he received a whole series of awards, including a British knighthood and the Grand Crosses of Austria, Romania and San Marino.
     A passionate defender of human rights, he was not afraid to challenge those who he considered violators. He spent a night arguing vigorously with the Bosnian Serb leader Radovan Karadzic, and he startled Russian Orthodox Patriarch, Alexy II, who had just launched an attack on homosexuality as an illness akin to kleptomania, by declaring in front of a large assembly, ‘Being a long-standing heterosexual I have no physical understanding of it, but I am certain, however, that people of the same sex in loving relationships should be respected. I certainly want to respect that – and I would not want to live under the Patriarch, that’s for certain!’
     Largely because of his long absences abroad, he became estranged from his wife Joan, with whom he had three sons. But he will be remembered with huge affection by large numbers of people. There was literally nobody quite like him.
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