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[The scientific] revolution cannot become a reality unless we are prepared to make far-reaching changes in economic and social attitudes which permeate our whole system of society.

The Britain that is going to be forged in the white heat of this revolution will be no place for restrictive practices or for outdated methods on either side of industry … In the Cabinet room and the boardroom alike, those charged with the control of our affairs must be ready to think and to speak in the language of our scientific age.

Harold Wilson, 1 October 1963


PREFACE

Shortly after eight o’clock on the morning of Sunday, 24 January 1965, Sir Winston Churchill died. He had fought on for twelve days following the last of many strokes; this time, his indomitable spirit was not enough to save him. Almost immediately, Britain became a nation in mourning. Flags were lowered to half-mast, prayers were offered in parish services, and the lights of Piccadilly Circus were dimmed that evening in tribute. The Prime Minister, Harold Wilson, immediately announced that Churchill’s body would lie in state for three days at Westminster Hall, before a full state funeral at St Paul’s the following Saturday. ‘Tonight,’ he told the British people in a televised address, ‘our nation mourns the loss of the greatest man any of us have ever known.’1

In the days that followed, some 320,000 people waited for four hours or more to pay their respects to their fallen leader. Even at one in the morning, the government minister Richard Crossman saw a ‘stream of people pouring down the steps of Westminster Hall towards the catafalque’.2 The BBC’s commentator Richard Dimbleby, himself struggling against the cancer that was to kill him, told his audience: ‘I have stood for half an hour … watching this silent flow of people, imagining who they were and where they came from, and realising that this is simply the nation, with its bare heads, and its scarves, and its plastic hoods, and its shopping bags, and its puzzled little children’.3

Churchill’s funeral, held at St Paul’s Cathedral on Saturday, 30 January 1965, was one of the great national events of the decade. Although the leaders of more than a hundred different countries were in attendance, it was above all a fiercely patriotic celebration of national history. Hundreds of thousands of people, young and old, rich and poor, lined the streets as the former Prime Minister’s coffin was brought from Westminster to the City of London on a gun carriage escorted by air crews who had fought in the Battle of Britain. Eight guardsmen bore the coffin into the cathedral; ahead of them walked twelve pall-bearers, old comrades from the war years, among them three former Prime Ministers. ‘What a setting for this last farewell,’ commented The Times:



On every side the nation’s past heroes and glories – Nelson and Wellington, Abercromby and Cornwallis, Gordon and Howe, Roberts and Melbourne, Jellicoe and Beatty. Inkerman, Waterloo, Quatre-Bras and Salamanca, Crimea and Khartum, Corunna and Trafalgar … Once again the great cathedral was fulfilling the words of Tennyson:



Warriors carry the warrior’s pall

And sorrow darkens hamlet and hall …

And the sound of the sorrowing anthem roll’d

Thro’ the dome of the golden cross.









After the thirty-minute service, Churchill’s coffin was carried back to the gun carriage, and escorted down towards Tower Pier. On Tower Hill, the crowds pressed as thick and silent as ever, thirty deep in places. At the pier, with bagpipes wailing out a lingering lament, the coffin was transferred to a waiting launch for the short journey across the Thames, in itself a signal honour and the first river procession of this kind since the funeral of Nelson. As the launch pushed off, the bagpipes fell silent and the Royal Marine band burst into ‘Rule, Britannia’. And as the boat headed south across the river, the dockers’ cranes on the wharves opposite dipped their long necks, ‘like dinosaurs’, wrote one observer, ‘in an eery, impressive civilian salute’.4

On the south bank of the Thames, the coffin was loaded into a hearse and driven the short distance to Waterloo Station. There it was carried onto a special locomotive, the ‘Winston Churchill’, for the journey to its final resting-place in Bladon, Oxfordshire. As before, the route was lined with thousands of mourners and well-wishers. Churchill’s wartime private secretary, Sir Leslie Rowan, was on the train, and remembered seeing two figures who ‘epitomised for me what Churchill really meant to ordinary people: first on the flat roof of a small house a man standing at attention in his RAF uniform; and then in a field, some hundred yards away from the track, a simple farmer stopping work and standing, head bowed and cap in hand’.5

Looking back on Churchill’s funeral a few years later, the journalist Bernard Levin wrote that it had been ‘one of the great public ceremonies of history’.6 But its real impact fell not on the great and the good, but on the millions of ordinary Britons for whom Winston Churchill was a genuinely heroic figure. Not only did hundreds of thousands of people pay their respects to the dead man in person, but an estimated national audience of more than twenty-five million watched the funeral live on television.7 One reporter noted the ‘surprising number of young people who seemed to have come, not out of curiosity but out of reverence for the man’.8 Many were not afraid to show their emotions, and the Daily Express commented that ‘for a British crowd, the tears were surprisingly copious. People dashed at their eyes with handkerchiefs, gripped by what was clearly a sharp and personal sense of grief.’9 On television, Richard Dimbleby suggested that there had not been ‘in the whole history of our land a state funeral or an occasion which has touched the hearts of people quite as much as this one is doing today’.10

Bernard Levin was not alone in seeing Churchill’s funeral as ‘one of the great watersheds of history’.11 On both left and right, commentators agreed that with the great man gone, all that remained was the gloomy reality of national decline. Looking around him in St Paul’s Cathedral, Richard Crossman reflected on ‘what a faded, declining establishment surrounded me. Aged marshals, grey, dreary ladies, decadent Marlboroughs and Churchills. It was a dying congregation gathered there and I am afraid the Labour Cabinet didn’t look too distinguished either. It felt like the end of an epoch, possibly even the end of a nation.’12 And in the Observer the following day, Patrick O’Donovan commented that ‘this was the last time such a thing could happen … This was the last time that London would be the capital of the world. This was an act of mourning for the Imperial past. This marked the final act in Britain’s greatness. This was a great gesture of self-pity, and after this the coldness of reality and the status of Scandinavia.’13

The significance of Churchill’s funeral seemed all the greater because his life appeared to encapsulate all that Britain had undergone since the Victorian period, from music halls and cavalry charges to tanks and telephones, from the age of empires to the Common Market. Churchill had finally left Downing Street in April 1955, and since then the country seemed to have been in the grip of unrelenting change. The Suez Crisis had exposed the decline of Britain’s diplomatic power and prestige, the colonies in Africa and Asia had fallen away with giddying speed and thousands of non-white immigrants had flocked to build new lives in Britain itself. The days of imperial glory and gunboat diplomacy were long gone, and George Orwell’s vision of Britain as ‘a cold and unimportant little island where we should all have to work very hard and live mainly on herrings and potatoes’ seemed too close for comfort.14

Yet contrary to Orwell’s gloomy prediction, the end of the empire heralded an age not of austerity but of affluence. Under the ebullient Harold Macmillan, Churchill’s old party reaped the rewards of an unprecedented economic boom based on full employment, rising incomes and rampant consumerism. People took home more money than ever before and spent it on a bewildering array of new appliances, luxuries and entertainments, from cars and motorbikes to cookers and washing machines. In coffee bars, jazz clubs, Italian restaurants and high-street showrooms, the affluent society was in full swing. The BBC and ITV battled for the allegiance of tens of millions of television viewers, while record companies and fashion designers raced to tap the new teenage market. Cliff Richard and James Bond, Coronation Street and Doctor Who, the Shadows and the Beatles: all were emblematic of an age in which, as Macmillan famously put it, ‘most of our people have never had it so good’.

Despite the dazzling consumerism of the affluent society, however, a vein of dissatisfaction ran through British political culture. Thanks partly to the burden of maintaining a military presence abroad, Macmillan’s government struggled to maintain a healthy balance of payments, and was occasionally forced to administer doses of economic deflation to stop people buying too many imports. Critics and satirists argued that the country was hidebound by anachronism and amateurism, and in the summer of 1963 Macmillan was almost engulfed by the Profumo sex scandal, which seemed to knit together a host of contemporary anxieties about materialism, promiscuity, subversion and corruption. Although Macmillan survived the furore, he was shortly struck down by ill health and decided to resign, prompting a bewildering and murky battle to succeed him. The victor was the aristocratic Foreign Secretary, the Earl of Home, a likeable and decent man, but an unlikely figurehead for the age of consumerism. At the beginning of 1964, few observers expected Home to last long. Instead it was his opponent, the quick-witted Labour leader Harold Wilson, full of talk about science, modernisation and the possibilities of the future, who seemed more likely to embody the spirit of the sixties.

In my last book, Never Had It So Good, I described the British experience during the late fifties and early sixties, tracing the story of affluence and decline from the Suez Crisis in 1956 to the rise of the Beatles in 1963.15 One of the arguments of the book was that the national mood was very different from the optimistic hedonism often associated with the 1960s. It was certainly true that millions of people were wealthier and more comfortable than ever, and the fruits of the affluent society were obvious to anyone who cared to look. But at the same time, the newspapers were full of laments for Britain’s lost greatness, and many people complained that the social and cultural changes of the sixties were creating a society of materialism, alienation and immorality.

In writing both Never Had It So Good and the present book, which takes the story from 1964 to 1970, I have tried to avoid the predictable and tiresome ritual of either romanticising or demonising the sixties. Indeed, I have lost count of the number of magazine features and newspaper editorials devoted to the supposed decadence or utopianism of the period. Almost all of these accounts concentrate overwhelmingly on the activities of a relatively small, well-educated minority, usually people who were in their teens or twenties at the time and went on to become well-paid writers, journalists, publishers and so on.

But as we will see, for millions of other people, the reality of daily life was rather different. Change often came slowly to provincial towns and rural villages, and the joke that everything ‘reached Hull about five years after it reached everywhere else’ carried more than a ring of truth.16 Many of the best-known changes of the period, like the growth of television, the introduction of the mini-skirt or the development of the Pill, provoked considerable unease or anger in some sections of the population, and although it is always tempting to reduce the period to a parade of gaudy stereotypes, the reality was both more complicated and, ultimately, more interesting.

Although White Heat follows on directly from the end of Never Had It So Good, it can easily be read as a single volume in its own right. It begins with Harold Wilson’s coronation as the leader of the Labour Party and his promise to harness the power of science to build a modern, classless ‘New Britain’. At one level, the story of the book is that of Wilson’s dream between 1964 and 1970, showing how the high hopes of the mid-sixties curdled into the disillusionment with which Britain entered the seventies. But although this political narrative provides the backbone to the book, there is more to the story than the activities of Westminster politicians, and I have turned to other issues whenever appropriate: science and technology, art and design, pop music and fashion, religion and sexual morality, and so on. This means that White Heat is quite a long book, not least because some areas, such as the origins of the conflict in Northern Ireland, really deserve books of their own. Even so, Scottish and Welsh readers may complain that there is too much about England and not enough about the other parts of the United Kingdom. Although I have found room for some Scottish Mods and Welsh dolly birds, I decided to leave the rebirth of Welsh and Scottish nationalism until my next book, which will cover the 1970s.

One reviewer complained of Never Had It So Good that there was not enough about Mao Tse-tung, the Cuban revolution or the French war in Algeria. I am not convinced that these things belong in a book about the British national experience, and in White Heat, too, I have concentrated on Britain itself, with occasional excursions into the United States, Rhodesia, Aden and so on. Another reviewer thought that the last book contained rather too much about Harold Macmillan’s prostate gland, but when it comes to the questions of anecdotes and personal colour, I am equally unrepentant. If my first volume had quite a lot to say about Macmillan’s prostate, this book has just as much to say about Harold Wilson’s dining arrangements, George Brown’s drinking habits or Mary Quant’s hairstyle. History should be entertaining as well as informative, and I make no apology for trying to tell as good a story as I can.

Finally, a word on the title. Contemporary writers regularly described Britain, and specifically London, as ‘swinging’; as one journalist put it, the term suggested ‘wealth, sex appeal, fame, youth, talent, novelty, and quick success’.17 One of Harold Wilson’s possible campaign slogans in 1964 was ‘Tories Dodgy – Labour Swinging’, and although this was never used, it reflected his emphasis on youth, optimism and innovation. As the youngest Prime Minister of the century, Wilson was keen to pose as the figurehead of the new swinging Britain, and his rhetoric about ‘the white heat of this revolution’ captured the scientific optimism of the mid-sixties. But as the coverage of Churchill’s funeral suggests, many observers did not share his optimism. The affluent society was not universally popular, and confident visions of the New Britain were intermingled with gloomy predictions of national decline. And as we will see, it is the tension between them that provides the story of this book.


PART ONE

THE NEW BRITAIN


1

LET’S GO WITH LABOUR



Why I’m Voting Labour

VOTER 1: Because I believe a vast amount of talent and energy, especially among the young, will be released if we give Labour a chance to make a new Britain.

VOTER 2: The Britain of the future shall be a classless one where all petty snobbisms of accent, dress, education will be defunct … a society which seeks to harness the talents of all in the best possible manner.

VOTER 3: I shall vote for the party of teachers and trained economists, the Labour Party; not the party of company directors and blimps.

VOTER 4: They appear to be bursting with ideas for ‘putting Britain back on the map’ again, and this infectious zeal has spread throughout their party.

Sun, 30 September, 2 October and 6 October 1964





On the first day of October 1963, as the earliest whispers of dawn were edging across the clifftops of the Yorkshire resort of Scarborough, the new leader of the Labour Party nervously paced up and down the carpet of his hotel suite. Harold Wilson was due to address his party conference later that morning, but his speech was still not finished. At nine the previous evening, dragging himself away from the bonhomie of the conference bars, Wilson had casually remarked to his political secretary: ‘I still don’t know what to say. I think I’ll go to bed and do it early in the morning.’ ‘No,’ Marcia Williams replied, ‘you will do it now.’ But when they got up to Wilson’s suite, the Leader of the Opposition was still searching for a theme. Williams thought for a minute, and then offered a suggestion: ‘What about the Science Committee stuff?’1

Twelve hours later, tired but confident, Wilson rose to address the conference for the first time as Labour leader. His subject was ‘Labour and the Scientific Revolution’, and as his flat Yorkshire vowels echoed around the hall, legions of pressmen frantically scribbled down his words for the next morning’s papers. He was speaking not only to the faithful members of his party, but to a nationwide electorate that was expecting a general election within the next twelve months. Four years earlier, basking in the summer of the affluent society, the Conservatives had coasted to re-election. But now, at the end of 1963, the government looked weary and vulnerable, its energies sapped by economic jitters and spy scandals. By contrast, Wilson promised dynamic leadership, industrial modernisation and a new commitment to scientific change. And as his speech neared its end, he hit upon the phrase that would define his appeal in 1964. Socialism, he said, would be recast ‘in terms of the scientific revolution’:



But that revolution cannot become a reality unless we are prepared to make far-reaching changes in economic and social attitudes which permeate our whole system of society.

The Britain that is going to be forged in the white heat of this revolution will be no place for restrictive practices or for outdated methods on either side of industry … In the Cabinet room and the boardroom alike, those charged with the control of our affairs must be ready to think and to speak in the language of our scientific age.2





With its promise of democratic, scientific professionalism, the ‘White Heat’ speech set the tone for Wilson’s leadership of the Labour Party and caught the mood of the moment. The Times, for instance, thought that it was the most successful speech he had ever delivered, and noted that ‘the audience showed a fervour that hardly knew any bounds when he sat down’.3 The Labour papers were even more enthusiastic, and Tribune called the speech ‘an historic utterance which established Labour unchallenged as the party of Britain’s destiny’.4 In the Guardian, John Cole wrote that it ‘probably did as much as long months of work at Westminster to establish him in the public mind as the kind of man who would make a Prime Minister’.5 ‘Harold Wilson will not just be a good Prime Minister,’ wrote James Cameron in the staunchly Labour Daily Herald. ‘He may well be a great one … Wilson’s startling essay into political science-fiction may well be held by experts to be the most vital speech he has ever made. Here at last [is] the twentieth century.’6

As Harold Wilson looked forward to the forthcoming general election, he had every reason to feel confident. On the one hand, he cultivated an appearance of classless professionalism, aiming to tap the contemporary faith in technical expertise and appeal to working-class and lower-middle-class voters who had bettered themselves during the economic boom of the late fifties. Asked which class he belonged to, he replied: ‘Well someone who started at elementary school in Yorkshire and became an Oxford don – where do you put him in this class spectrum? I think these phrases are becoming more and more meaningless.’7

At the same time, Wilson played up his humble roots and Yorkshire background, emphasising to interviewers that he owed his success to plain living, hard work and ordinary values. He took care to be photographed in a sweater, talked a lot about his wife and family, and regularly sucked on a pipe in interviews and public appearances despite the fact that he actually preferred cigars. Unlike Harold Macmillan, who relaxed by reading classical poetry or nineteenth-century novels, Wilson declared that he enjoyed Coronation Street because ‘the people in it seem to be real’.8 Like the actors and writers of the New Wave, or even the members of the Beatles, he projected himself as a cheeky outsider with self-consciously ‘ordinary’ tastes. He told the Daily Express:



The Right-Wing Establishment has never tried to embrace me or buy me off. That’s probably a compliment. Lady Whatsit or Lord So-and-So haven’t plied me with invitations. I don’t do much socializing and my tastes are simple. If I had the choice between smoked salmon and tinned salmon I’d have it tinned. With vinegar. I prefer beer to champagne and if I get the chance to go home I have a North Country high tea – without wine.9





Wilson’s strategy worked brilliantly. Even his gentle Yorkshire accent struck the right note, and contemporary observers agreed that here was a modern, professional politician with his roots in the North and his mind on the future. At the beginning of 1963, Labour had enjoyed a 9 per cent lead over the Conservatives. By March the gulf had widened to 17 per cent; by June, with Macmillan engulfed by the Profumo scandal, it was 20 per cent.10

Wilson himself, meanwhile, was staggeringly popular. The Telegraph reminded its readers that he was ‘the first product of the sixth form of a grammar school to come out on top’.11 ‘His speeches glitter, cascade with wit,’ said the Observer. ‘Vain but not conceited, with a hard inner assurance, dependable and industrious … Harold Wilson is a contemporary, classless figure.’12 Throughout the year his approval ratings hovered at around 65 per cent, the highest for a Labour leader in living memory; by contrast, Macmillan’s replacement, the former Lord Home, was struggling even to win over his own party.13 By the end of 1963, barely three in ten voters expected that the Conservatives would be able to hold off Wilson in the forthcoming general election, and his triumphant arrival in Downing Street seemed only a matter of time.14

Labour had begun planning the details of their election campaign even before Wilson took over as leader. As early as 1962 the market researcher Mark Abrams had begun working out how the party might best appeal to the so-called ‘middle majority’ of white-collar, professional workers, younger voters and women.15 In May 1963 the party launched an expensive advertising campaign to persuade middle-class voters that Labour stood for prosperity and progress. The campaign was also designed to ‘sell’ Wilson to the electorate, so the first advertisements carried a large photograph of the leader with the caption: ‘Harold Wilson explains Labour’s New Plans for making Britain Dynamic and Prosperous Again’. The party’s advertising men adopted the slogan ‘Let’s Go with Labour and we’ll get things done’, while the campaign symbol, borrowed from the television show Sunday Night at the London Palladium, was a thumbs-up sign. There were ‘Let’s Go’ stickers, badges, balloons and posters, all bearing the thumbs-up motif or a picture of Wilson, and the general impression was one of slickness and vigour, which perfectly matched the Labour leader’s rhetoric.16

Campaign advertising on this scale was often seen as an example of the so-called Americanisation of British politics, and Labour’s strategists had indeed been inspired by John F. Kennedy’s presidential campaign of 1960.17 Although Kennedy was actually a pretty cautious politician, he had plenty of admirers on the eastern side of the Atlantic.18 The extent of Wilson’s infatuation with Kennedy was captured by an interview he gave in March 1964. He thought that Kennedy was ‘the most full-time and active President there’s ever been in this century’, that he had ‘shifted the whole idea to a younger generation’ and that he had pioneered the ‘basing of decisions on an intellectual process’.19 Unfortunately, the President’s untimely demise at the end of 1963 meant that he was a rather unpropitious role model, but Wilson had an ideal replacement in mind. By a remarkable stroke of luck, this just happened to be the new President. ‘I’m not a Kennedy,’ he told a press conference later that year. ‘I’m a [Lyndon] Johnson. I fly by the seat of my pants.’20

Kennedy’s ‘New Frontier’ programme was also the direct inspiration for the second stage of Wilson’s campaign, which was based on the theme of the ‘New Britain’. Its chief tactician was Anthony Wedgwood Benn, a newcomer to the leader’s inner circle who had fought a long battle to disclaim his peerage and had the reputation of a technological whizz-kid.* As a former television producer, Benn was an enthusiastic champion of the new public relations and advertising techniques.21 By the end of 1963 he was effectively Wilson’s principal speechwriter and adviser, although Wilson was not keen to share the limelight. ‘Harold doesn’t want any people to know that anyone helps him at all,’ Benn wrote in his diary. ‘He wants it all to be his show … Kennedy never minded it being known that he had speech writers and advisers but Harold does.’22

On 3 December Wilson called Benn over for a meeting to discuss the election. As luck would have it, Benn’s wife Caroline had recently helped him to prepare a few suggestions for the Labour leader. Benn’s main idea was that Wilson should mount a new public relations offensive in the New Year, setting out ‘the programme of a Labour government. This programme must have a specific name like the “New Britain” programme – an idea Caroline had suggested – comparable to Kennedy’s “New Frontier”.’23 The theme would be ‘regeneration’, which Benn thought had ‘a spiritual flavour and a suggestion of youth (new generation) about it which differentiates it more forcibly from Tory philosophy’.24 Wilson liked the idea: two weeks later, he told Benn to get cracking on the address to launch the ‘New Britain’ campaign. ‘He is delighted with it,’ Benn wrote proudly, ‘and I can see I am firmly entrenched as his speech writer.’25

On 19 January, Wilson kicked off his New Year offensive with a much-reported speech at Birmingham Town Hall. It was pure Benn:



I want to speak to you today about a new Britain and how we intend to bring home to our people the excitement there will be in building it.

For 1964 is the year in which we can take our destiny into our own hands again.

Since the war, the world has been rushing forward at an unprecedented, an exhilarating speed. In two decades, the scientists have made more progress than in the past two thousand years. They have made it possible for man to reach out to the stars, and to bring abundance from the earth. They have made it possible to end the dark ages of poverty and want, to take mankind forward to a future which our fathers could not have dreamed possible.





‘This is what 1964 can mean,’ Wilson told his audience, his voice echoing around the grand old Victorian building:



A chance for change. More, a time for resurgence.

A chance to sweep away the grouse-moor conception of Tory leadership and refit Britain with a new image, a new confidence.

A chance to change the face and future of Britain.26





Throughout much of his first year at the helm, Wilson had assumed that in the election he would be facing the veteran Prime Minister, Harold Macmillan. In October 1963, however, Macmillan unexpectedly resigned after being taken ill with prostate trouble. Wilson and his aide were greatly disappointed. ‘As long as he [has] Macmillan opposite him,’ one adviser noted, ‘old, effete, worn out, a cynical dilettante, the contrast between Harold’s character and Macmillan is an overwhelming advantage to Harold and the Labour Party.’27

The potential successor who most worried Wilson was the Chancellor, Reginald Maudling, an extremely bright character with a well-deserved reputation for louche self-indulgence.28 However, Maudling shot himself in the foot with a lacklustre speech at the Conservative Party conference, and to general surprise the successor turned out to be Lord Home, the aristocratic and old-fashioned Foreign Secretary. When Wilson heard the news he was, according to one adviser, ‘ecstatic with pleasure’.29 Benn, too, was delighted. He thought that Home would be ‘a dud when it comes to exciting the electorate and Wilson will run rings round him’.30

Although Home disclaimed his peerage and took office as Sir Alec Douglas-Home, it was hard for him to shake off the label of ‘the fourteenth Earl of Home’. He had the image of a good-natured amateur who had somehow bumbled his way to the political summit, rather as if one of P. G. Wodehouse’s heroes had woken up one day and found himself in 10 Downing Street. When interviewed by the Observer in September 1962, Home had remarked: ‘When I have to read economic documents I have to have a box of matches and start moving them into position to simplify and illustrate the points to myself.’31 In short, he was the ideal target for Wilson’s attacks on the inadequacies of the old Establishment. As Noël Annan put it, ‘the aristocrat in tweeds’ was up against ‘the technocrat in a white coat’; as David Frost told the viewers of That Was The Week That Was, it was ‘Dull Alec versus Smart Alec’.32

To make matters worse, Home was notoriously ill suited to television, and when he arrived in the studio for one early appearance as Prime Minister he had a depressing exchange with the make-up assistant:



HOME: Can you not make me look better than I do on television? I look rather scraggy, like a ghost.

MAKE-UP LADY: No.

HOME: Why not?

MAKE-UP LADY: Because you have a head like a skull.

HOME: Does not everybody have a head like a skull?

MAKE-UP LADY: No.33





Direct comparisons between Home and Wilson showed that the latter was much more popular. Only 54 per cent told NOP that Home was ‘tough’; the corresponding figure for Wilson was 80 per cent.34 ‘We are sick of seeing old men dressed in flat caps and bedraggled tweeds strolling with a 12 bore,’ wrote one Tory supporter to Central Office. ‘For God’s sake, what is your campaign manager doing? These photographs of Macmillan’s ghost with Home’s face date [to] about 1912.’35

Unlike Wilson, Home was distinctly uncomfortable with the rhetoric of modernisation. In December 1963, he told an adviser that he wanted to speak for ‘people who live close to nature’, who were ‘natural conservatives – slow thinkers but sound’, and that he hoped to keep Britain ‘in the First XI and not only that but one of the four opening batsmen’.36 As one of Home’s more acerbic Conservative critics later put it, the contest between the two philosophies was reminiscent of ‘a horse-drawn plough competing with one pulled by a tractor’.37 But Home’s advisers prevailed upon him to adopt the message of modernisation.38 The day after Wilson’s Birmingham speech, he gave a riposte in Swansea, promising ‘modernisation … efficiency … expansion’ and calling Labour ‘as stuffy and dated as a Victorian front parlour’. ‘Their Luddism’, he insisted, ‘belongs to the nineteenth century, their vocabulary to the twenties and their economic planning ideas are a hangover from the days of post-war shortage and rationing.’39 The effect was rather ruined, however, by Home’s nervous delivery: as one account put it, ‘there were constant dropped negatives, garbled statistics and pure howlers’.40

This pattern was repeated in Newcastle two months later, when Home tried to emulate Wilson’s appeal to the young. ‘To any young person looking for a full life, I say “Jump on the Conservative bandwagon,”’ he declared enthusiastically. ‘It is delivering the goods and it goes places and it will never, I promise you, get stuck in the mud.’41 Young voters were widely seen as the key to victory, and Home’s book of campaign speeches, Peaceful Change, boasted a section entitled ‘I Call on British Youth’ which opened with the obviously disingenuous words: ‘Few subjects fascinate the Prime Minister more than youth.’42 For his Newcastle speech, Home’s speechwriters had included a joke about the Beatles designed to show the Prime Minister’s grasp of contemporary culture. He was supposed to say: ‘I am too modest to claim that the country loves us, but you know that can’t be bad.’ Unfortunately, Home clearly did not understand the reference, and to the audience’s bewilderment, he ended up saying: ‘You know, er, that can’t be too bad.’43

To be fair to Home, it was hardly easy to lead a government that had largely run out of steam. During the spring of 1964, for example, he became bogged down in an internal Conservative battle over the complicated issue of Resale Price Maintenance (RPM), the mechanism by which manufacturers could dictate the price at which their goods were sold. Although both major parties had long thought about abolishing it, they were inhibited from doing so for fear of alienating shopkeepers, who thought that it protected them from the supermarkets and chain stores. The new President of the Board of Trade, Edward Heath, argued that the abolition of RPM would be an ideal way to demonstrate the Conservatives’ modernising credentials.44 Many Conservative backbenchers, however, were worried that this would lose them the shopkeeper’s vote, and Heath only steamrollered the proposal through Cabinet by threatening to resign unless he got his way.45 On 11 March, 22 Conservatives voted against the bill and 25 abstained, the biggest revolt since the fall of Chamberlain in 1940.46 Not only did the whole business make Home and Heath very unpopular with their backbenchers, it also ensured that the right-wing press was in rebellious mood in the months running up to the election.47 Indeed, many Tories thought that the leadership should have gone not to Home but to R. A. Butler, his experienced Foreign Secretary. Butler himself made little secret of his belief that Home did not have the brains for the job. ‘Mind you,’ he would say at the end of some typically indiscreet anecdote, ‘Alec’s a good man really.’48

Harold Wilson, by contrast, did not underestimate his rival. He often remarked that Home was ‘going down well with the Tory women’, and he worried that the Prime Minister’s unpretentious decency might win over the electorate. ‘I was given a book on my eighth birthday called Test Match Surprise by Jack Hobbs,’ Wilson told a journalist. ‘It was about a cricketing peer, Lord Ravensdale, if I remember rightly, who gets attacked by the press but goes on to make 51 in the second innings, and to take 5 for 50.’49

And, just as Wilson feared, by the spring of 1964 Home was beginning to contemplate a Test Match Surprise of his own. Most historians agree that Home’s leadership was surprisingly effective; indeed, his poll ratings were consistently higher than Macmillan’s in his final year.50 His palpable decency and modesty were slowly winning round the critics on his own backbenches. His performances in the Commons and on the stump had begun to pick up; indeed, The Times commended his ‘cheerful confidence and unforced humour’.51 Thanks to Reginald Maudling’s generous 1963 Budget, the economy was booming: unemployment was low, demand and production were up, and what commentators called a ‘dash for growth’ was under way. In April, Home confirmed that the date of the election would be 15 October, which his advisers thought would give him time to claw back Wilson’s lead in the polls.52 An expensive Conservative advertising campaign reminded voters that their living standards had dramatically improved over the previous thirteen years. ‘Conservatives Give Prosperity’, ran the slogan on one poster: ‘Don’t chuck it away’. ‘It’s Your Standard of Living’, proclaimed another: ‘Keep It’.53

‘We are all extremely anxious now about the way the political situation is developing,’ Benn recorded on 6 July. ‘Harold is principally concerned with his own position and we have lost the initiative.’54 He was quite right: slowly but surely, the Tories were chipping away at Wilson’s lead. The summer of 1964 was unusually warm, and from the beginning of June onwards the country enjoyed almost unbroken sunshine and blue skies. The seaside resorts recorded their best season in living memory; teenagers lazed contentedly to the sound of the Beatles and the Rolling Stones; couples strolled down the high streets contemplating future purchases; and all appeared to be right with the world.55 In August, Gallup found that 46 per cent of the electorate approved of the government’s record, up from 32 per cent in July 1963.56 Labour’s lead had been almost 20 per cent at the end of May; by July it was down to 7 per cent; by August it was 5 per cent; and as September began, it was a mere 2 per cent.57

With the outcome of the election now in serious doubt, Labour’s campaign kicked off on 12 September with a rally at the Empire Pool, Wembley. The line-up was designed to convey the right mixture of working-class traditionalism and slick, fashionable modernity, so the audience were treated not only to the Grimethorpe Colliery Brass Band and the Welsh Male Voice Choir but to performances by Humphrey Lyttleton’s jazz band, Harry Corbett and Vanessa Redgrave.58 ‘On the one hand,’ Wilson told his cheering audience, ‘you have a tired Administration which no longer has anything to offer the country, no objectives, no horizons, no heights to conquer … On the other hand, we in the Labour Party think Britain can do better. We do not feel that what we have so far achieved is good enough.’59 Despite the erosion of his lead in the polls, he had no intention of abandoning the emphasis on modernisation that had initially served him so well. ‘Interviewed’ by Benn for a party political broadcast, Wilson promised ‘something like President Kennedy had … a programme of a hundred days of dynamic action’.60

The Labour manifesto, Let’s Go with Labour for the New Britain, published that same week, began in familiar fashion, promising a ‘New Britain – mobilizing the resources of technology under a national plan; harnessing our national wealth in brains, our genius for scientific invention and medical discovery; reversing the decline of the thirteen wasted years’, and so on.61 There were promises to set up special Ministries of Technology and of Economic Affairs, which would work on a long-term national plan for the economy; there were pledges to increase National Insurance payments and benefits for the old, the sick and the unemployed; there were commitments to abolish prescription charges, build more hospitals, scrap the eleven-plus and undertake ‘a programme of massive expansion in higher, further and university education’. Modernisation was the overarching theme, and it was noticeable that while Labour manifestos of the fifties had talked a great deal about the poor and the dispossessed, this edition preferred to discuss ‘the go-ahead people with a sense of national purpose’. Indeed, many contemporary observers thought that it had been carefully designed to ‘increase the middle-class appeal of the party’.62

By contrast, the Conservatives preferred to wallow in the joys of prosperity.63 Their most notable television broadcast told the story of a housewife whose husband seems to have forgotten their wedding anniversary:



She leant on her vacuum cleaner and sulked. A Conservative canvasser called. No thanks, she said, we’re Labour here. Just then the husband rang to say that her present was down in a show-room – a car. A Labour canvasser called – a pompous, duffle-coated intellectual who prated about Harold Wilson’s views on international liquidity. She thought back to the days of the Labour Government – coupons, queues, shortages – and compared this with the affluence of her home – washing machine, refrigerator and now a car. By the end of the film she has come to realize that whatever her husband’s prejudice, Labour had nothing to offer her.





Many commentators hated the broadcast, seeing it as the worst kind of slick, Americanised television advertising. But the party’s vice-chairman, Lord Poole, was unrepentant. ‘In any election,’ he said, ‘you’ve got to have a bloody good bit of rough stuff … After all, if you don’t parade the circus down the street no one will buy a ticket for the night.’64

Unfortunately for the Conservatives, their own spokesmen were rarely as successful as their campaign broadcasts. Home had been given extensive coaching to prepare for his speaking tours and television appearances, but he began the campaign with a hideous gaffe on the BBC’s Election Forum, referring to old-age pensions as ‘donations’ as though he were some relic of Victorian paternalism. A Vicky cartoon in the Evening Standard was typical of the general reaction: two old men are sitting reading about the government pension scheme, with one telling the other: ‘Sir Alec says he’ll give us a donation when we’re a bit older.’65 And in contrast to Wilson, Home evidently found it hard to adjust to the requirements of television. The producer of Election Forum later recalled:



Wilson arrived early: polite, wary and prepared, with a posse of advisers. He ate cold ham and salad with the production staff and went to the studio with the air of a serious politician dealing with an important situation. Home arrived shortly before the programme started, accompanied only by the Director of the Conservative Research Department. He looked so exhausted that his skin appeared to be drawn tightly over his skull. His answers to the questions fired at him seemed totally unprepared.66





But contrary to political myth, many of Home’s contemporaries thought that he was surprisingly effective. Robin Day, the BBC’s most forceful and controversial interviewer, wrote that although Home lacked Wilson’s sharp eloquence, he ‘spoke crisply, lucidly and incisively’, and ‘sounded more straight-forward than either Macmillan or Wilson’.67 ‘He was quite an impressive man,’ recalled the Labour MP Dick Taverne. ‘He was very direct on television … His directness and candour contrasted quite well with Harold, although the public didn’t see it that way.’68 Even Tony Benn later admitted that he had been too quick to dismiss Home’s old-fashioned appeal. ‘It was easy for Wilson to make fun of him,’ he mused, ‘but he had a certain straightness about him – “good old Alec Home” … And he campaigned very powerfully. I think he’s a much underestimated figure.’69

While Home’s modesty drew admiration from even his greatest critics, Wilson ran a highly personalised, almost presidential campaign. Some journalists loved it; indeed, they were so keen to cast him as the British answer to President Kennedy that their reports might have been written by the Labour leader himself. For instance, on a visit to Liverpool:



Hundreds of children followed him round during the day. They asked for autographs, they chanted his name and yelled ‘Yeah, yeah, yeah’, which, in Merseyside, is an honour otherwise given only to Beatles. At one time in the afternoon a crowd of children actually mobbed Wilson and injured his arm. His extraordinary Pied Piper effect on the young is something quite unprecedented in British politics, and a little uncanny. For instance children, and sometimes grown-ups, made a point of touching his car, and then gazing at the hand which had received such magical blessing.70





Most of Wilson’s own colleagues, however, were rather put out by his personalised campaigning style. ‘Of course we’ve all been downgraded because Harold is absolutely determined to be the sole man,’ grumbled Richard Crossman at the beginning of September.71 The Times remarked that no party leader in recent history had taken so much upon himself, and the journalist Anthony Howard later recalled that the campaign ‘was really run by two people, Harold Wilson and Marcia Williams’.72

Wilson’s closeness to his political secretary did not go unnoticed. Back in March, the romantic novelist and staunch anti-socialist Barbara Cartland had publicly accused them of having an affair, and nine days before the polls opened, Quintin Hogg responded to heckling about the Profumo scandal with a characteristically impulsive rebuke: ‘If you can tell me there are no adulterers on the front bench of the Labour Party you can talk to me about Profumo.’ As it turned out, the row quickly blew over; but the gossip about Wilson’s relationship with Marcia Williams did not go away, and would return to trouble him later in the decade.73

Despite Wilson’s supposed appeal to children, as the campaign entered its final weeks the two parties could hardly have been closer. The weather was beautiful: ‘the most perfect autumn I can remember,’ wrote Crossman, ‘on and on, lovely warm sunshine, mists in the early morning, the farm amazingly dry’.74 Labour’s lead had finally evaporated at the end of September, and some polls in the next few days even showed the Conservatives taking the lead.75 At this point, however, luck deserted them. Home was having severe problems with hecklers; one meeting at Putney Bridge was particularly notable:



The longer Home soldiered on with his set speech, the angrier they became, and so in turn did the Tories in the audience. Some middle-aged ladies clouted the children with rolled umbrellas. Another took out a bag of pepper and scattered it in their eyes. A purple-faced steward walked up to a scrawny, pale heckler and yelled, ‘Shut up, you ignorant turd!’ straight in his face. More fighting broke out, the police came in, and uproar silenced Sir Alec.76





The greatest debacle, however, was Home’s final set-piece speech of the campaign at the Bull Ring in Birmingham, where the Prime Minister was systematically shouted down by hundreds of hecklers yelling: ‘Tories out! We want Wilson!’ Home struggled to carry on, but his speech was almost completely inaudible, with only the occasional scrap floating over ‘like the sound of a single flute in a Wagner storm scene’.77 To make matters worse, he was also confronted by an alarming apparition in the front row of the crowd: a Homosaurus, a cardboard monster with ‘the body of a prehistoric reptile and the face of Sir Alec’.78 It was hardly surprising that, with the Homosaurus staring back at him, he should have found it so difficult to quell the hecklers. Finally, after an hour of torment, Home attempted to leave the stage, but even this proved difficult as his retinue literally had to fight their way up the aisle to shepherd him out, while the Prime Minister dodged the kicks and blows of his assailants.79

On television the whole business looked terrible. Home later admitted that he appeared ‘hunted’, and the general atmosphere of chaos and fury was the worst kind of publicity. Like his party chairman, Lord Blakenham, Home thought that the Bull Ring speech was the point on which the campaign turned.80 The sense of Tory anxiety was heightened a few days later by a disastrously indiscreet interview given by Rab Butler to George Gale of the Daily Express. ‘We’re running neck and neck,’ Butler remarked. ‘I’ll be very much surprised if there’s much in it – say 20 seats either way. But things might start slipping in the last few days … They won’t slip towards us.’81

On polling day, Thursday 15 October, the weather changed at last. After three months of sunshine, it was wet and misty across the country. In the morning’s newspapers both Gallup and NOP had Labour ahead, but only by the tiniest of margins, while the Daily Express gave the Conservatives a lead of 1 per cent.82 One of Wilson’s great concerns had already been allayed. The BBC were due to show an episode of Steptoe and Son that evening at eight and he was worried that the audience, whom he thought would be Labour voters, would stay in and watch television rather than go out and vote. Under pressure, the BBC director-general Hugh Carleton Greene agreed to postpone the programme by an hour. ‘Thank you very much, Hugh,’ Wilson replied. ‘That will be worth a dozen or more seats to me.’ Asked to suggest an alternative programme to fill the slot, the Labour leader thought and then said: ‘Oedipus Rex, Greek tragedy.’83

Sir Alec Douglas-Home spent election night nervously watching the returns on television in Downing Street, surrounded by his staff, his family and tables groaning with food and drink.84 Wilson, meanwhile, watched the early returns with his wife and closest advisers in his suite in the Adelphi Hotel in Liverpool, armed with a slide-rule and a telephone. At midnight he was driven to his own constituency in Huyton for the count. By this stage it was clear that the overall result was going to be extremely close, but it was still impossible to tell who had won. Home, who knew that the decision would not come until the following day, had already retired to bed. Wilson, typically hyperactive, stayed up until four, slept for a couple of hours, and then caught an eight o’clock train down to London. A small crowd cheered as he climbed into his compartment, but the tired Labour leader could only manage a feeble wave. As the train rattled south his staff huddled around a little radio, desperate to hear the latest results, but there was still no definitive verdict. Marcia Williams was terrified that ‘Harold would step into the train ahead and step out at Euston behind’.85 At about eleven-thirty, as the train approached London, Wilson announced that he was sure he had lost: ‘It’s no good. We shan’t make it. I’ve checked with the slide-rule. We’ve lost by one seat.’86

At midday the train pulled into Euston and the Wilson party disembarked to desultory cheers from a waiting crowd. Within the hour it was indeed pretty much all over, but not as the Labour leader had forecast. The last marginal constituencies were falling not to the Tories but to Labour, and at ten to three in the afternoon the returning officer at Brecon and Radnor announced that Labour had held the seat, giving them 315 MPs and an overall majority in the new Parliament. Half an hour later, dressed in top hat and tails, Home emerged from Downing Street and told the press that he was on his way to Buckingham Palace. Wilson had done it, and a further half-hour after that came the telephone call that he had been dreaming about all his life. ‘Would it’, asked Sir Michael Adeane, the Queen’s private secretary, ‘be convenient for you to come round and see Her Majesty?’87

The election could hardly have been closer. Labour had a majority of just five seats, which was far smaller than Wilson had hoped for. If a mere nine hundred voters in eight crucial constituencies had voted for the Conservatives instead of Labour, or even abstained, then Home would have stayed in office.88 Wilson’s supporters often claimed that his modernising style and message had won it, but in reality there was little evidence that this was the case. In 1964, Labour actually polled ten thousand fewer votes than in 1959, when they had lost.89 At the same time the Tory vote fell by almost two million so there is a strong argument that the election had really been decided not by Wilson but by the alienation of the Conservative faithful.90 The big winners, unexpectedly, were the Liberals, who had benefited from the genial leadership of Jo Grimond and the campaign services of Honor Blackman, the fashionable star of The Avengers. They had won three million votes, doubling their tally in the previous election, and many of their new supporters were probably former Conservatives who did not want to vote for Wilson. However, thanks to the electoral system, the Liberal revival did not translate into parliamentary strength, and they won just nine seats in the new House of Commons.91

In the end, Wilson’s margin of victory was so narrow that few observers could resist wondering what might have happened had history taken a different course. If the news of Nikita Khrushchev’s fall from power in the Soviet Union, announced late on polling day, had come a little earlier, it is plausible that anxious voters might have rallied to the incumbent government.92 Many historians have cast Home as a likeable but inevitable loser, but actually his performance in dragging the Tories back to the brink of victory was an impressive achievement in itself. Indeed, if those nine hundred voters had acted differently, he would have entered the textbooks as a plucky underdog who unexpectedly saved his party from certain defeat. The majority of his Conservative colleagues, however, felt that if Home had been able to come so close, then a different leader might well have won. Wilson himself believed that he would have lost had Rab Butler been the Conservative leader.93 Even Harold Macmillan, who had engineered Home’s succession, admitted that ‘he could not impress himself on Parlt or people enough for a PM’. Home, he thought, ‘didn’t have enough fire in his belly’; maybe it would have been better if Butler had succeeded him after all.94

The premiership of Sir Alec Douglas-Home had lasted a mere 362 days.* He left Downing Street later that afternoon by the garden gate, although Wilson generously offered him the hospitality of Chequers until he had sorted out somewhere else to live.95 Home and his wife had been extremely popular with the Downing Street staff; one official recalled that ‘as the election results came in, lots of the garden room girls were in tears at the thought of losing two very nice people’.96 The Prime Minister’s former neighbour at number 11, meanwhile, spent the afternoon loading boxes full of his possessions into a van by the back gate. The ritual transfer of power could be cruel: at one point, struggling with a packing case of ‘ageing toys and half-empty bottles of ketchup’, Reginald Maudling looked up and saw Wilson’s adviser Thomas Balogh ‘framed in the window next door to the Cabinet Room, with a wide grin’.97 However, it was never easy to keep Maudling’s spirits down for long. ‘I shall have to look for a job and make some money,’ he mused, gazing out of the windows on to Horse Guards Parade for one last time. ‘It’s exciting. It won’t be such hard work and I’ll probably be better paid.’98

Home’s defeat meant the end of an era in British politics. In material terms, most voters had never been better off; earnings were rising, prices were relatively stable, unemployment was negligible and the high streets were awash with consumer goods.99 Yet at the same time, Wilson had been able to profit from an underlying sense of insecurity: resentment at the collapse of British power abroad; unease at the Conservatives’ failure to embrace the spirit of modernisation; anxieties about materialism and cultural decadence; fears of falling behind Britain’s international competitors. The paradoxical result was that although the Conservatives had presided over an increasingly affluent society, they left office unlamented by all but their staunchest partisans.100

Meanwhile, on the afternoon of Friday, 16 October, as Harold Wilson’s car headed through the drizzle towards Buckingham Palace, he could be forgiven for basking in his victory. ‘We’ve waited thirteen years for this,’ Wedgwood Benn triumphantly wrote in his diary.101

Now, at last, the new age could begin. The Labour leader had promised ‘the ending of economic privilege, the abolition of poverty in the midst of plenty, and the creation of real equality of opportunity’. He had promised that ‘the British [will] again become the go-ahead people with a sense of national purpose’.102 Above all, he had promised a ‘New Britain’, and at last he would have the chance to build it. It was hardly surprising that the new Prime Minister was, in the words of one watching journalist, ‘dazed and almost green with excitement’.103 It was, he wrote to a friend, the beginning of ‘a tremendous adventure’.104
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THE TEN FACES OF HAROLD



NIGEL: Now listen. The days of the kow-towing little runt of a scholarship boy, you know, they’re over, they’re finished!

Dennis Potter, Stand up for Nigel Barton (1965)

Anyway, come the evening of the Browns’ visit, the Callaghans duly arrived … and Jim and Audrey were getting on very agreeably with Sophie talking about their new squeezeematic window-cleaning mop, when there came a tremendous crash at the front door and George burst in, tripping over the door-mat and looking very tired. ‘Quick,’ cried Sophie, leaping up, ‘put on a soothing record,’ so I hastily selected Mantovani’s ‘Moonlight Serenade’ and slipped it over the spindle.

‘Mrs Wilson’s Diary’, Private Eye, 5 March 1965





Shortly after four o’clock on the afternoon of Friday, 16 October 1964, a sleek black Daimler eased through the rain into the forecourt of Buckingham Palace. Harold Wilson had dreamed of this moment since, as a cheeky eight-year-old boy, he had posed for a photograph on the steps of 10 Downing Street. Now, at forty-eight, he was to be the youngest Prime Minister since the Earl of Rosebery in 1894, and he was determined to show the public that he was a modern man, a husband and a father as well as a national leader. With him in the car were his wife Mary and his elder son Robin, and their presence at his side as he walked into the Palace came as a mild surprise to the royal officials, who were used to seeing their new Prime Ministers on their own. ‘The arrival of Wilson was taken calmly,’ recalled the Queen’s assistant private secretary, Sir Martin Charteris. ‘There was no feeling of a problem, though when he came to the Palace with his family it was a bit of a culture shock.’1

Wilson himself was in a daze of relief, excitement and shock. His meeting with the Queen was brief and straightforward. ‘She simply asked me if I could form an administration,’ he later recalled, and he ‘was made Prime Minister on the spot’.2 Apart from a shared interest in the values of the Scout movement, he had little in common with his monarch, and nostalgic conversations about ‘rubbing two sticks together’ could only last them so long. However, these two superficially incompatible individuals eventually got on very well. The Queen saw Wilson as an intriguing, even amusing character whose background and values were completely different from those she usually encountered. Wilson, meanwhile, treasured their relationship as evidence of his own success. Like many of his working-class supporters, he liked the pomp and circumstance associated with the monarchy and found it hard to hide his excitement at being part of it himself.3 He enjoyed his regular Tuesday audiences with the monarch, and, according to Palace gossip, used to ‘talk to her as if she were a member of his Cabinet’, which both of them evidently enjoyed. ‘His Audiences got longer and longer,’ recalled one political aide. ‘Once he stayed for two hours, and was asked to stay for drinks. Usually prime ministers only see her for twenty or thirty minutes, and it is not normal for them to be offered drinks by the monarch.’4

Harold Wilson’s obvious admiration for the Royal Family was only one of many aspects of his personality that often baffled his ministers. Indeed, although Wilson was the dominant British political figure of the 1960s and 1970s, holding power for almost eight years and winning four out of five general elections, he always remained something of an enigma: ambiguous, contradictory, even unfathomable.

Like many of his Cabinet colleagues, Wilson had studied at Oxford in the highly charged atmosphere on the eve of the Second World War. But in contrast to the likes of Crossman, Healey, Jenkins, Crosland and Benn, he displayed very little interest in radical ideas or student politics. He did not join the Labour Club: indeed, he wrote to his parents that it was ‘very petty’. He never took part in the controversial Oxford Union debates of the day.5 He did join the university’s Liberal Club, but few of his contemporaries thought that he was particularly interested in politics. Indeed, he was noted more for his ‘political blandness’ than for any strong convictions, and his name was almost never mentioned in the Liberal Club’s magazine. One fellow member could not recall ‘his taking any strong political line at any time and certainly I had no indication that he was likely to join Labour’.6 ‘I could have told that he was not a Tory,’ wrote a tutor who taught him politics for two years. ‘That is all.’7

While the student politicians who were to become ministers in his governments were busily running for office, dashing off angry articles or dining with intellectual celebrities, Wilson remained a comparative nonentity. At the same time that the likes of Crosland and Jenkins were indulging themselves at lively parties, he struggled to save money and secluded himself in his room working on his tutorial essays. This was a more mundane experience, but it was also a more common one. And while Wilson was superficially a more mundane character than his future colleagues, he was also a more successful one. It was his lack of interest in political ideology, his simple, homely tastes, his very ordinariness, that explained why he rose to the top of the greasy pole, while his extravagantly gifted contemporaries fell by the wayside.

Wilson once claimed that he had grown up in a town where ‘more than half the children in my class never had boots and shoes on their feet’.8 This was a gross exaggeration. Although he often liked to portray himself as working class, he had been born in 1916 into a respectable lower-middle-class family just outside Huddersfield. The Wilson family could have been an advertisement for the values of the Nonconformist middle class: they were solid, sober citizens, well turned-out, hard-working, and a little dull. One biographer sums up the ethos of the Wilson household as ‘eager striving’, and Harold himself was no different.9 Friends and teachers remembered the chubby boy as something of a school swot, or even a prig. His teachers remarked on his prodigious memory, which meant at only six or seven he could reproduce tables of figures with barely a single mistake.10 He was always aware of current affairs: when he went into hospital for appendicitis, the seven-year-old Harold reminded his visiting parents that they should go and vote for Philip Snowden, a prominent Labour politician whose puritanical respectability went down well with the Wilson family.11

But Harold’s greatest enthusiasm, and the hobby that shed most light on his personality, was Scouting. At twelve he won a competition in the Yorkshire Post by writing a hundred words about his hero, Robert Baden-Powell; he was a regular and enthusiastic participant in Scout camps; and as Labour leader, he told an interviewer that the Fourth Scout Law, ‘A Scout is a friend to all and a brother to every other Scout’, was one of the guiding principles of his life.12 As one writer puts it, Scouting never lost its ‘semi-mystical significance’ for Wilson, being the practical application of his parents’ Congregationalist principles.13 Yet to many of his colleagues, especially the intellectuals who had won such honours at Oxford in the thirties, Scouting was the typically middle-class enthusiasm of an embarrassingly middlebrow man. ‘No man can be the kind of boy scout Harold is and read aloud Kipling’s If as often as he reads it to me without a great deal of self-deception in his make-up,’ remarked Richard Crossman. ‘It’s because he is unreflective and unphilosophical.’14

Despite the contempt in which Wilson’s old Oxford contemporaries often held him, in many ways his university career was no less impressive than theirs. He had modest tastes and took no great pleasure in lavish meals and drinking sessions, but he was also extremely short of money; not only did he send his washing home to Yorkshire to save on laundry bills, but his mother used to send him meat and biscuits in the post.15 He regularly sent proud letters to his parents telling them how many hours he had put in at his desk: in March 1935, for example, he boasted that he had ‘touched 10 hours one day’ and reached ‘46 hours for the week’, not including lectures and tutorials. Seven or eight hours a day, at a time when many students spent as much time in the pub as over their books, struck him as a decent record.16

Wilson was, in short, the classic swot: as he told an interviewer in October 1964, he had ‘always been driven by a feeling that there is something to be done and I really ought to be doing it … Even now I feel myself saying that if I spend an evening enjoying myself, I shall work better next day, which is only a kind of inversion of the old feeling of guilt.’17 Yet he was also exceptionally clever. Ben Pimlott even calls him ‘the outstanding student of his generation’.18 He was awarded the best PPE First of the decade, and his examination results were simply incredible. Of his eighteen papers, only one fell below the alpha grade, and his economic theory paper was awarded the first alpha-plus in the history of the subject.19 The historian Kenneth Morgan, who was later taught by Wilson’s old tutor, found that he ‘considered Wilson the best student he ever had’.20

Perhaps not surprisingly, there was a solitary side to Wilson’s character, and he had no intimate friends. ‘I am not wasting time going to see people and messing about in their rooms,’ he wrote to his parents, ‘for this [academic work] is more interesting.’21 Yet when he did venture out, he was a relatively popular figure, with something of the overgrown Boy Scout about him. He was known to be boastful, an unreliable storyteller and an inveterate show-off, but he was also cheerful and kind-hearted.22

These were qualities that appealed to his future wife, Gladys Mary Baldwin, whom Wilson had met at the local tennis club shortly before going up to Oxford.* Like Wilson, Mary took her religion very seriously. She was a quiet, thoughtful girl, impressed despite herself by young Harold’s self-promoting enthusiasm. Only three weeks after their first meeting, he predicted that he would marry her. As a family joke later had it, if she had believed him, it would have been a short romance.23 It would perhaps also have been short-lived if she had known how Wilson’s career would develop: she had no interest whatsoever in politics. ‘She really doesn’t want to be the Prime Minister’s wife and would love to be the wife of an Oxford don,’ recorded Tony Benn in 1965.24

Wilson’s political journey began in 1937 with his appointment as a research assistant to Sir William Beveridge, the future author of the famous report on social insurance that became the blueprint for the post-war welfare state. His life in Oxford was interrupted by the outbreak of war, and Wilson joined the Economic Section of the Cabinet Secretariat, which was something of a hothouse for promising young minds. He eventually became a statistician in the Mines Department of the Board of Trade, where he made a great impression on another brilliant young economic adviser, Hugh Gaitskell.25 By now Wilson was set on a political career. He had already begun to take a keen interest in the Labour Party, and in the post-war election of July 1945, not yet thirty, he was duly elected as MP for Ormskirk in Lancashire. Many contemporaries thought that he was something of a dull dog, fascinated by committees and statistics, but they also recognised his youthful talent. In 1947, promoted to the position of President of the Board of Trade, he became the youngest Cabinet minister since 1806.26

Wilson’s elevation to the Cabinet marked him out as a direct rival to Gaitskell, who was Labour’s other rising star of the late 1940s. The two men first fell out in 1949, but their mutual suspicion was based as much on personality as on policy.27 A year later, Gaitskell wrote in his diary that Wilson might be ‘extremely able’, but offended too many people ‘by being so swollen headed’, and was so ‘impersonal’ that ‘you don’t feel really that he would ever have any close friends’.28

The truth was that Gaitskell and his Hampstead friends, Anthony Crosland and Roy Jenkins, looked down on Wilson as socially gauche, intellectually narrow and irredeemably middlebrow. Despite living barely half a mile from Gaitskell and his friends, Wilson almost never socialised with them. He was not interested in dancing and dinner parties; instead, he spent his free time at home with his family, helping the local Scouts, listening to Gilbert and Sullivan, playing with a Meccano set with his children, whacking a golf ball, and, on Sunday evenings, enjoying his favourite meat pie with HP sauce.29 He did not really have any hobbies outside politics and had little interest in the arts. On holiday he would reread the detective novels of Agatha Christie and Dorothy L. Sayers, or the popular histories of Arthur Bryant, before inventing an excuse to get back to work.30 His were the values, in short, of the typical lower-middle-class, suburban Englishman. ‘Even his taste in paintings reflects his “Englishness”,’ wrote his loyal political secretary, Marcia Williams. ‘His favourite painter is Lowry – because Lowry’s world is a world Harold Wilson understands.’31

Wilson drew criticism throughout his career for his supposed lack of ideological commitment. When Philip Ziegler, his authorised biographer, admitted that he was ‘far from being a committed socialist’, Wilson replied cheerfully: ‘That’s lucky. Nor am I!’32 On another occasion, he told the Guardian correspondent John Cole: ‘I don’t like theory. I got an alpha-plus in economic theory, but I never understood it. I think my examiner must have been very kind. Or perhaps he didn’t understand it either.’33 There was a strong element of self-mockery about this, but also more than a grain of truth. Wilson was always suspicious of abstractions, and he was most at home devising tactics to solve practical, short-term problems. He consistently sought compromise rather than conflict, he disliked dogmatic extremes, and he invariably spent a long time looking before he leapt.34 For all his political precocity, he was still the hard-working character who had preferred the quiet backwater of the Oxford Liberal Club to the fevered arguments of the Labour Club. Socialism, to Wilson, was little different from Scouting. He was not somebody who would keenly debate the finer points of socialist theory into the small hours, but a brilliant tactician adept at tying and untying the most intricate of knots.35

The defining moment of Wilson’s early political career came in April 1951. Gaitskell, who had been Chancellor for just a few months, had come up with a scheme to cut spending on the NHS in order to pay for Britain’s Cold War rearmament programme, and when Aneurin Bevan, the champion of the Labour left, resigned from the Cabinet in protest, Wilson unexpectedly joined him in exile. This surprised many observers because Wilson had until then been seen as a cautious, moderate figure.36 In fact, although he was henceforth associated with the Bevanite camp, he was never really a great firebrand of the left. Circumstances forced him to hobnob with the Bevanites, but in reality he was always a man of the centre.37 Bevan himself was always suspicious of Wilson’s motives. ‘He’s much more dangerous than Gaitskell,’ he remarked in 1958, ‘because he isn’t honest and he isn’t a man of principle but a sheer, absolute careerist, out for himself alone.’38

Such accusations of opportunism, inconsistency and untrustworthiness dogged Wilson throughout his career. In 1963 a cartoon in Private Eye lampooned him as ‘Harold Willsoon, a very clever little politician. The reason why he is called Willsoon is that whenever anyone has said “Oh, not even Harold would do a thing like that”, you can be absolutely certain that he will soon.’39 A year later, Walter Terry remarked in the Daily Mail on the ‘ten faces of Harold’: Huddersfield Harold, American Harold, Basic Harold, ‘Nationalize ’em Harold’, Orthodox Harold, Intelligentsia Harold, Dynamic Harold, Little Englander Harold, Capitalist Harold and Russian Harold. Some of his Labour colleagues mused privately that ten faces might have been an underestimate.40

This was harsh, but even Wilson’s staunchest defenders would have to admit that it had the ring of truth. Wilson was a brilliant opportunist, he did often give two answers to the same question, and his colleagues universally remarked on his artfulness. Tony Benn and James Callaghan both called him ‘devious’, and Richard Crossman wrote that he had ‘a really elegant ability to be imprecise, to steer a non-committal hedging course and to say things which aren’t quite right in order to avoid any commitment’. One opponent later commented: ‘There are two things I dislike about Wilson. His face!’41 In fact, much of this two-facedness was rooted in his dislike of personal arguments. The American Secretary of State Henry Kissinger wrote that he was ‘touchingly eager for approval, especially from those he respected’.42 But the same eagerness to please that had stood Wilson in such good stead as a schoolboy and Boy Scout would serve him less well as the leader of his party.

In later years, some of Wilson’s old colleagues were so keen to point out his insecurities that they overlooked his undoubted political strengths. By the late fifties, he was back at Labour’s top table as Shadow Chancellor, and had managed to carve out a new reputation as something of a wit. The intricate, interminable lectures about economic statistics had largely gone; instead, Wilson had a new rhetorical approach, full of homely aphorisms and witty flourishes. ‘Epigram followed epigram,’ wrote Harold Macmillan of his opponent, ‘and the continual flashes of wit were from time to time relieved by more serious arguments.’43 He was also an unusually considerate politician, loyal to his friends, charitable to his colleagues, and generous to his secretaries and officials. Benn called him ‘an extremely kind man’; Lord Longford thought that he was ‘a very nice, in particular a very kind man’; and even Sir Gerald Nabarro, one of his fiercest Conservative critics, wrote of his ‘outstanding kindness, charm and generosity’.44

And despite his famous eagerness to be liked, Wilson was also a supremely resilient politician, patient and cool under fire. Much of this was rooted in his unflagging self-confidence; indeed, his perpetual good cheer often irritated those around him.45 But Wilson’s optimism could also be a tremendous asset: it kept him upright, still fighting, on occasions when other men might have crumbled. ‘His image of himself’, observed Richard Crossman in 1965, ‘is as a gritty, practical Yorkshireman, a fighter, the Britisher who doesn’t give in, who doesn’t switch, who hangs on.’46

When Gaitskell died unexpectedly in January 1963, Wilson was one of the obvious favourites to succeed him. His leading rival, and the standard-bearer of the party right, was George Brown. The son of a lorry driver, Brown had been born in Lambeth in 1914 and was one of the few prominent Labour politicians of the sixties with genuine working-class roots. As a salesman and then a trade unionist, he had slowly worked his way up the political ladder, and by the time he was elected as Gaitskell’s deputy in 1960, he was widely seen as the most popular and charismatic figure on the right wing of the party.47

Two more different characters than Wilson and Brown could barely have been imagined. Comparing the two men in March 1968, Crossman noted: ‘Harold can be tender-hearted but he’s also cool, careful, prim, nonconformist, intellectual, bookish: George is none of these things. He’s tough and crude and yet brilliant and imaginative.’48 To borrow the words of his biographer, Brown was also ‘accident-prone, outspoken to an extent rare among modern politicians, intensely patriotic, hard-working, even harder drinking, quick as a Gascon to take offence in any company – and as swift to apologise for any offence given: he probably wrote more letters of apology than any politician in history’.49

Despite his indisputable political ability, Brown was a deeply flawed individual. Even one of his political patrons, the former Chancellor Hugh Dalton, thought that he was ‘very awkward, vain, sensitive and fundamentally self-seeking and unfaithful’. Much of this was rooted in Brown’s resentment of his colleagues; as Dalton noted, he was ‘terribly class-conscious and prickly’ and found ‘it difficult to be a really good comrade with an “intellectual”, defined as a person who has been at Public School and University’.50 Similarly, Crossman recorded that although Brown was ‘the most gifted, certainly the most imaginative’ of his colleagues, ‘he had a huge chip on his shoulder. For years George detested me because I was an intellectual from the universities. He openly detested such people. He sloshed them, he smashed them, he sneered at them and he grew famous as the Party’s hatchet man to deal with left-wing intellectuals.’51 Indeed, on one occasion in 1957, having taken offence to an article Crossman had written in the Daily Mirror, the diminutive Brown physically attacked him in a Commons corridor, only to find himself a moment later in a heap on the ground with Crossman sitting on top of him.52

If that were not enough, Brown’s personal life was also messy, to say the least. His marriage was often less of a partnership than a running battle; indeed, at dinner parties his wife Sophie would frequently spend much of the evening insulting her husband, and it was quite normal for them to leave separately.53 Part of the problem was that by the early sixties Brown was effectively an alcoholic: he would begin drinking whisky at lunchtime, and would then liberally top it up throughout the day, so he was usually drunk by the time he appeared in the Commons in the evening. ‘He started two gins ahead of everybody else,’ one of his friends later recalled. ‘He’d go mad, suddenly berserk, on a couple of glasses of wine … Alcohol, no matter how small the amount, used to change him, change his personality so that he became very aggressive.’54

It was obvious to anyone who knew anything about Labour Party politics that the struggle for the leadership between Wilson and Brown would be particularly bitter. As one observer recorded, Brown nursed ‘a pestilential hatred and contempt’ for his Oxford-educated rival, partly on genuine political grounds but also because of their temperamental differences.55 The strength of his hatred was not necessarily unusual, for many of Gaitskell’s friends also detested Wilson. Tony Benn recalled that ‘they just loathed him. They thought his economics were phoney, that his principles didn’t exist.’56 This was made even worse by their mutual social distaste: while Wilson resented the exclusive cultural snobbery of Gaitskell’s Hampstead friends, they joked that he was a suburban dullard with ‘flying ducks on the wall’.57 And even many members of the party rank and file hated Wilson: one group of workers from the Hammersmith bus garage wrote to tell him ‘what a dirty, treacherous, back-stabbing Bastard we think you are. You sit on the fence to see which way the cat jumps, and then you try to stab Hugh in the back.’58

As the campaign for the party leadership began, the one thing that united Gaitskell’s old friends was a determination to prevent Wilson from succeeding him. As the obvious right-wing candidate, Brown was widely expected to win and was understandably confident. The problem, however, was that many of his natural allies were worried about being led by a man with such a record of instability and bad behaviour. The moderate Benn, for instance, thought that Gaitskell’s death was ‘a disaster because it looks as if George Brown will succeed him and for a number of reasons he is totally unsuited to be Leader of the Party’.59 Even more revealing was the attitude of Anthony Crosland, the leading intellectual of the right, who had been extremely close to Gaitskell. Crosland complained that he was being given a choice between ‘a crook and a drunk’, and refused to contemplate voting for Brown. Indeed, he went to Brown’s office and told him so, with the predictable result that Brown exploded with rage and then sent him an emotional letter of apology the following day.60

Instead, Crosland backed another candidate from the right of the party, James Callaghan, who was seen as a dark horse putting down a marker for the future. Like Brown, Callaghan was a trade unionist from a humble background; he was less charismatic, but a much steadier politician.61 Brown, of course, was furious: he had ‘absolute contempt’ for Callaghan and did not bother to hide his scorn for his backers. In the middle of the campaign, sitting next to Callaghan on the opposition front bench, he turned to him and said: ‘You must have a pretty good conceit of yourself to think that you can be leader of the Labour Party – why are you doing it?’ Callaghan stared at him and then replied: ‘Because a lot of people think I’d make a better job of it than you.’62

With the right divided, Wilson’s path to the top was clear. On the first ballot, on 7 February 1963, he won 115 votes to Brown’s 88 and Callaghan’s 41. Brown was appalled. ‘What a shit, what a bastard’, he spat at one Callaghan voter as he walked through the Commons lobby.63 A week later, it was all over: Wilson won the second ballot by 144 votes to 103. It had been a leadership contest of rare bitterness, with smears and insults being flung from all sides.64 As acting leader, Brown had the unenviable duty of reading out the results himself. Although Wilson then gave a magnanimous speech asking him to stay on as his deputy, Brown immediately disappeared to Scotland without telling anyone where he was going.65 This was a public sulk of impressive, although infantile, proportions, and for Wilson it was extremely embarrassing because it meant that he was unable to name his Shadow Cabinet team. Eventually, five days later, Brown did return and accepted the post of deputy leader, but the damage had been done. Wilson never forgot how he had been publicly humiliated. ‘He will have to go in the end,’ he told a friend, ‘but it will have to be at a time of our making, when it suits us. And when we do drop him, you won’t even hear a splash.’66

Many of the old Gaitskellites found it hard to conceal their misery at Wilson’s victory. Dining with a triumphant Richard Crossman shortly after the second ballot, Roy Jenkins snapped: ‘The fact is that Harold is a person no one can like, a person without friends.’67 Anthony Crosland, after listening impatiently to a defence of Wilson’s virtues, exploded: ‘But the bloody man plays golf!’68 Another revisionist, Bill Rodgers, later said that he ‘felt rather as though Wilson had killed my father and married my mother – that was the sort of feeling I had. I never really could adjust to Harold Wilson.’69

The press, by contrast, was almost unanimous in its praise for the new Labour leader. The right-wing Financial Times, for example, concluded that ‘on grounds of intellectual ability, experience, political acumen and the cool toughness in action needed by a Party leader, Harold Wilson was Labour’s obvious choice’.70 And Wilson’s Conservative opponents also acknowledged that they were facing a formidable adversary. ‘I thought you would win, and you did,’ wrote Lord Hailsham in a letter of congratulation. ‘I am sure your followers chose their ablest man.’71 The Prime Minister agreed. ‘Wilson is an able man, far more able than Brown,’ wrote Harold Macmillan in his diary. ‘He is good in the House and in the country – and, I am told, on T.V.’72

On the eve of his election Wilson told a friend that he was not going to waste his time on endless press interviews: ‘And no social life either. That was another of Hugh’s mistakes. A leader cannot afford it. Mary and I will have none of it whatsoever. We have a serious job to do.’73 He was as good as his word, although this was not the image that was presented to the world. In fact, Wilson’s public relations during the first months of his leadership were stunningly successful. By immediately staking out moderate positions on every issue from nationalisation to Europe, he put an end to the quarrelling that had inflicted so much damage on the party since the early 1950s. The old Bevanites kept quiet because they felt that, deep down, the new leader was one of them; the Gaitskellites, meanwhile, were impressed by his willingness to listen to their opinions and copy their rhetoric. After all the arguments of the Gaitskell years, Wilson’s emollient approach was a blessed relief. Party unity, not ideological purity, was the priority now, and it paid off handsomely. On the afternoon of 16 October, as Wilson’s Daimler glided away from Buckingham Palace, with the new Prime Minister, his wife and son grinning delightedly in the back, many Labour supporters had never been happier.74

As soon as Wilson had been shown around his new home, he began to think about putting together his first Cabinet. In opposition he had been careful to keep the revisionist right happy; to his old Bevanite cronies, he joked that he was ‘running a Bolshevik Revolution with a Tsarist Shadow Cabinet’.75 In government he kept up the same careful balancing act, and when the Cabinet assembled for the first time on 19 October, it was dominated by Gaitskell’s old friends rather than Wilson’s left-wing associates. Only six out of twenty-three had voted for Wilson as Labour leader, and what was more, the right controlled all the key economic offices as well as foreign affairs and defence.76

The two most powerful figures, apart from the Prime Minister himself, were James Callaghan and George Brown, both men of the right. Callaghan, the Chancellor of the Exchequer, was regarded by some of his Oxbridge-educated colleagues as rather a lightweight, and Wilson was thought to have given him the Treasury so that he could run it himself.77 Ironically, events were to show that Callaghan was one of the period’s few genuine political heavyweights, and his record of holding all three major offices of state (Treasury, Home Office and Foreign Office) as well as the premiership remains unmatched by any other British politician before or since.

Born in 1912, Jim Callaghan had been brought up in Portsmouth in an atmosphere of fierce religiosity, dominated by the activities of the local Baptist chapels and the precepts of his extremely pious mother. His character was strongly marked by the religious experience of his youth. Adultery, homosexuality, pornography, drug-taking and other apparent moral depredations all left him with a deep sense of distaste, and during the late sixties his moral rectitude was often mocked by his more well-heeled Cabinet colleagues.78 Portsmouth itself also left a deep mark on the young Callaghan; as he put it himself, ‘the sea was the whole of our daily lives’.79 The Royal Navy, in which he served during the Second World War, meant everything to him: he treasured the memory of his father, a chief petty officer, collected naval prints and photographs, used seafaring imagery in his speeches and generally exhibited the robust, patriotic populism of someone who had grown up in one of the British Empire’s historic ports.80

As a boy, Callaghan had known poverty and hardship, especially after the early death of his father, but he was not quite working class, more naval lower middle class. Although touchy and defensive if patronised, he was a tough, self-reliant character and an enthusiastic team player. Like George Brown, he worked his way up through the trade union ranks into Parliament, and he always took his roots as a union man very seriously.81 In 1947 he was given junior office in Attlee’s Labour government and was widely seen as a coming man. Admittedly, he was not a brilliant young meteor like Wilson, but he was physically imposing, articulate and sensible, a solid man of the centre who knew his own mind and reflected the values of the party at large.82 In the fifties he became close to Gaitskell, but the Hampstead scene was altogether too stuck-up and self-regarding for the self-consciously ordinary Callaghan. And he was also remarkably good on television, communicating confidence and straightforwardness. In an age when the television was becoming a vital tool of political communication, this was a valuable asset.83

Callaghan’s elevation to the Treasury was his first Cabinet appointment, and since most of his immediate predecessors were regarded as failures, some contemporaries doubted that he would be able to cope. He had never been to university, had no real experience of business or industry, and made no pretence of knowing much about economic theory.84 However, these were not necessarily terminal disadvantages, and while Shadow Chancellor he attended a series of seminars at Nuffield College, Oxford, in an attempt to educate himself before taking office.85 As his colleague Edmund Dell later put it, his ‘self-deprecating modesty, added to an easy manner and an assured understanding of his audience, made him a master of the House of Commons’. Dell noted that Callaghan was ‘aware that he himself was no expert, and with his customary, and attractive, candour, he was prepared to admit it openly’.86

Callaghan was also almost effortlessly good at winning public sympathy; one commentator wrote that to watch him campaigning in his Cardiff constituency was ‘to see a master craftsman at work, his technique tempered by a genuine humanity and directness’.87 Although his bright young colleagues doubted his intellect, Callaghan was steady, pragmatic and popular, qualities that arguably counted for much more in the game of politics. Perhaps his most revealing association was his role as a parliamentary consultant for the Police Federation. Even though he gave up the position when he took office in October 1964, Callaghan was still portrayed by cartoonists as ‘PC Jim’, the ‘political reincarnation’ of the titular character from the television series Dixon of Dock Green: reassuring, decent and dependable.88

Decency and dependability were not qualities that many observers associated with the other heavyweight of the right, George Brown, who was Labour’s deputy leader and the new First Secretary at the Department of Economic Affairs. Brown, who had finally managed to hide his disappointment at losing the leadership election to Wilson, did have some very impressive qualities: he was energetic, charismatic and quick-witted, and in a government of academics he could point to genuine working-class roots and a history of hard work.89 But he had already given an extraordinary demonstration of his unreliability during the last year of the Conservative government. On 22 November 1963, after the assassination of President Kennedy, he was invited to appear on the ITV programme This Week and offer a tribute. He had met Kennedy three times in his life, for a grand total of about two hours, and on the last occasion Kennedy had invited Brown’s daughter, who lived in New York, to join them. Brown therefore had good reason to be mournful, although perhaps not to behave as he did.

The other guests, to whom Brown was introduced in the hospitality suite, included the American actor Eli Wallach. Brown, who had already had a few drinks, tried to make small talk with Wallach, but the actor was clearly still upset by the news about Kennedy. Brown then loudly asked ‘why actors were so conceited’, accused Wallach of always carrying ‘a newspaper in his pocket with his name in prominent headlines’, and mocked him for having never heard of Ted Willis, the author of Dixon of Dock Green and a speechwriter for Harold Wilson. Wallach leapt to his feet, called Brown a ‘bastard’ and threatened to leave unless he was silenced. Brown then made another remark about conceited American actors, at which Wallach took off his jacket and shouted: ‘Come outside and I’ll knock you off your can!’ At this point general anarchy ensued, with the production team wrestling the infuriated Wallach to the ground, but after a short interval the two men were persuaded to shake hands. As Wallach left the room to go down to the studio, Brown could not resist having the last word. ‘And now you’ll know who Ted Willis is!’ he shouted after the disappearing actor.90

With any other politician, this would have been enough excitement for one evening. However, it was merely the prelude to the real action of the night, Brown’s televised tribute to Kennedy. Bearing in mind that Brown had spent less time with Kennedy than most people spend with their dentist, his answers to Kenneth Harris’s questions were bizarre to say the least:



HARRIS: I know you met President Kennedy once or twice. Did you get to know him as a man?

BROWN: (glaring ferociously). Now, you’re talking about a man who was a very great friend of mine. We understood what the world was about, and what the division between East and West was about. I think it is a terrible tragedy … Jack Kennedy, who I liked, who I was very near to … (close to tears) I remember it’s not many weeks ago I was over there with my daughter who lives in New York. We were walking across the garden, and she was talking to Jackie across the garden. One is terribly hurt by this loss …





Throughout the interview Brown referred to his close friends ‘Jack’ and ‘Jackie’, waved his arms around wildly, slurred his words, and generally struggled to maintain both his composure and some semblance of sobriety. Nobody watching the programme could be sure that he would not, say, burst into tears or physically assault the interviewer, and his performance was, as his biographer admits, ‘deeply, excruciatingly, embarrassing, a compound of maudlin sentimentality, name-dropping and aggression’.91

Of all the anecdotes about Brown’s misbehaviour, the Kennedy incident was probably the most important in terms of his public image. His Labour colleagues were horrified. Richard Crossman, watching on television, thought it was ‘awful’, while Benn, who saw the performance and heard about the Wallach fracas from a television producer a couple of days later, described Brown as ‘an absolute disgrace’.92 Brown was compelled to make a personal apology to a meeting of the parliamentary party, and Wilson very cleverly used the incident to undermine the credibility of his erstwhile rival.93 The People, a stalwart Labour newspaper, spoke for Fleet Street in general when it called Brown ‘turbulent’, ‘intoxicated with the exuberance of his own emotions’ and ‘far too erratic’.94 Meanwhile, letters flooded into Brown’s office from ordinary people who had seen the programme. ‘You are not fit for any public role, and not worthy to sit in our Parliament,’ said one. A woman from Renfrewshire summed up the general feeling: ‘On a solemn occasion you were as pissed as a coot … You are a disgrace to the nation. Brother, you are on your way – OUT.’95

After obtaining various promises of good behaviour, Wilson kept Brown on the team, and in the new government he was given the flagship Department of Economic Affairs. However, since he was effectively an alcoholic, there was no guarantee that he would not offend again. Even in September 1964, at the meeting to approve Labour’s manifesto, Benn observed that Brown was drunk and incapable of answering a simple question.96 He would be back in the headlines again before too long.

At the beginning of his administration, Wilson was not particularly close to either Callaghan or Brown. He preferred to confide in protégés like Benn, who became the new Postmaster General, or old associates like Richard Crossman and Barbara Castle, who went to Housing and Overseas Development respectively.97 Both Castle and Crossman later published detailed diaries of their time in government, which means that most accounts of the Wilson governments give them prominent roles. Castle was the only female Cabinet minister and also probably the only one who ‘felt a real human sympathy’ with Wilson. Passionate, impulsive and entirely devoted to politics, she was one of the government’s most colourful and popular figures, although her colleagues often became impatient with her ardent outbursts.98

Crossman was a very different character, a former Oxford don whose socialism was rooted in temperamental rebelliousness and who was one of the most magnetic personalities of Wilson’s administration.99 The political historian and Labour MP David Marquand, who had been one of his students, called him ‘a big, powerful, untidy, bear-like man … radiating physical and intellectual vitality and coruscating with mischief’.100 He was a brilliant, unpredictable lecturer, an accomplished journalist and an engaging diarist whose recollections were often completely unreliable but never less than entertaining. He liked to think of himself as Wilson’s mentor, and once praised him as the only Labour MP ‘who is not afraid of my brutal brain power’.101 The reality was that Wilson took his advice less often than Crossman liked to think, although this was not necessarily reflected in the latter’s famous diaries. ‘I sometimes wondered if he knew how to distinguish what he said to the Prime Minister from what the Prime Minister said to him,’ remarked John Cole.102

Indeed, Crossman was a reckless and scurrilous gossip and was often seen as a congenital traitor; even before he entered Parliament, people called him ‘double-Crossman’, and the standing joke was that you either disliked and distrusted him, or liked and distrusted him.103 His unreliability also extended to his performance as a minister: on one occasion, he treated himself to an expensive solo dinner at Prunier, an exclusive seafood restaurant in St James’s, only to leave a pile of confidential Cabinet papers under his seat, where they were found by a fellow-diner who leaked them to the Express.104 And he was notorious for falling asleep in Cabinet, although whenever he was awake and on form he always kept his colleagues on their toes.105

In his intellectual brilliance and temperamental unreliability, Crossman was a good representative of Wilson’s most celebrated and talented ministers. No government had a more impressive academic pedigree. Eleven of the twenty-three original Cabinet ministers, including Wilson himself, had been to Oxford, and by 1966 the Cabinet boasted no fewer than eight Oxford Firsts, a British political record.106 The fact that the government was so talented perhaps explains why it was also so prone to factionalism. The likes of Crossman, Healey, Jenkins and Crosland were deeply convinced of their own intellectual pre-eminence, and this did not always make for happy coexistence. Richard Ingrams, the editor of Private Eye, commented in 1971 that not only did they like to wash their dirty linen in public, but they gossiped ‘much more than the Conservatives … the average Labour MP will tell you two or three malicious stories about his colleagues within five minutes of acquaintance’.107

Ironically for a team that had trumpeted its attachment to science and technology, none of Wilson’s ministers had experience of industry, business or commercial technology; in very broad terms, they were a government of Oxford academics and trade unionists purporting to be scientific innovators.108 What was more, the fact that Labour had been in opposition for thirteen years meant that very few of them had any experience of administration or government. Only three had been in Cabinet before, and only half the Cabinet had even held junior office.109 ‘I still had everything to learn,’ recalled Denis Healey. ‘I knew nothing about running a department, or about fighting my corner in the never-ending battles of Whitehall.’110 Many other ministers struggled to get to grips with their new responsibilities. Tony Benn’s private secretary came to pick him up in an enormous Austin Princess and, when the new Postmaster General got in the car, asked him: ‘How do you intend to play, minister?’, to which the baffled Benn had no ready answer.111

The life of a successful minister was one of endless, often unrewarded hard graft: as Secretary of State for Defence, Denis Healey worked ‘harder than I had ever imagined’ for ten to twelve hours a day and another three or four hours every night, for five or six days a week, not including tours abroad, conferences and summit meetings.112 Wilson’s political secretary Marcia Williams summed it up well when she remarked that government was ‘not as happy and pleasant as you thought it would be … Suddenly you enter a door and it shuts behind you and you can’t just say, “Help, let me out!”, you’re there and you make the best of a bad job and you try and work out day to day what you are going to do.’113

Williams was the most influential member of what contemporaries called the ‘Kitchen Cabinet’. While previous Prime Ministers had employed personal advisers and speechwriters, Wilson was the first to bring into Downing Street a large personal retinue, rather like the entourage that accompanies an American President into office.114 The Kitchen Cabinet was a fluid, informal group, with Williams at its centre; other key figures included the economic adviser Thomas Balogh, the political press secretary Gerald Kaufman, Wilson’s parliamentary private secretary Peter Shore, the Paymaster General George Wigg and, from time to time, Benn and Crossman.115 The only thing they had in common was their personal loyalty to Wilson himself. Wigg, for example, was a lugubrious bloodhound with responsibility for liaising with the security services. Obsessed with plots and scandals, he encouraged the Prime Minister to see conspiracies around every corner.116 Balogh, a Hungarian-born Oxford economist, was another suspicious and conspiratorial character as well as a great enthusiast for government planning of the economy. Along with another Hungarian-born economic adviser, Nicholas Kaldor, he was distrusted by the civil service and regularly lampooned in the press.117

But by far the most controversial member of the group was Marcia Williams herself. The daughter of a Northamptonshire builder, she was a scholarship girl who had met Wilson while working as a Labour Party secretary. She was fiercely loyal not only to the party but to Wilson himself, and her uncompromising, tempestuous personality often made her unpopular with his colleagues. It also filled a gap in his life. As we have seen, while he was obsessed with politics, his wife Mary was completely uninterested in it. Marcia Williams was therefore the ideal professional companion, and her ferocious temperament was the ideal counterpoint to Wilson’s cool detachment.118 Their intellectual and personal intimacy was, as one biographer puts it, ‘plain for all to see’.119 Joe Haines, who became Wilson’s press secretary in 1969, summed up their relationship best:



She met for a great many years a deep craving within him: for someone else to whom politics was meat and drink and the very air that was breathed; someone who, at her best, had a political mind capable of testing and matching his; someone who, again at her best, possessed a deadly ability to slash her way through the woolliness and verbiage of political argument to get to the heart of an issue. Someone who was prepared to devote all her time to Harold Wilson’s service; and someone who, at the very worst moments, was always there.120





Williams’ contribution to Wilson’s success was often underestimated; she was an excellent organiser and a loyal confidante, as well as being effectively his ‘political wife’.121 Her brother drove Wilson’s car in the 1964 election campaign and played golf with him; her sister became Mary Wilson’s personal secretary; her father even cooked the first meal that Harold and Mary Wilson ate in 10 Downing Street after the election.122 She even arranged their holidays, organised their finances and paid their domestic bills.123 Predictably, there were plenty of rumours that Wilson and his secretary were having an affair. Private Eye regularly alluded to their supposed liaison throughout the sixties, and in Westminster and Fleet Street circles, it was taken as an established fact, even though conclusive evidence never surfaced.124 Wilson’s biographer Philip Ziegler concludes that their relationship really resembled that between father and daughter: it was ‘sexual, in the sense that it could only have existed between man and woman, but there is not the slightest reason to believe that it ever contained any element of physical sexuality in it’.125

The gossip about Marcia Williams’ relationship with her employer was rooted in her widespread unpopularity. While Wilson was reluctant to make enemies, she specialised in it.126 Soon after arriving in Downing Street she announced that the official typists, or ‘garden room girls’, were upper-class Conservatives and must be purged immediately, along with various other civil servants who worked in No. 10. No such purge took place, but it was a good example of Williams’ attitude to those whom she suspected of disloyalty.127 Apart from Wilson himself, she was probably the single most influential figure in Downing Street, and officials frequently heard her shouting and screaming at the Prime Minister in order to get her way.128 She did have her admirers – in November 1965 Benn called her ‘infinitely the most able, loyal, radical and balanced member of Harold’s personal team’. But many Labour MPs, especially on the right, abhorred her.129 ‘You stand for sod all, you’re nothing, you’re out as far as I’m concerned,’ shouted Bob Mellish, a Docklands bruiser who later became the Chief Whip, after one altercation.130

In complete contrast, Mary Wilson hated Downing Street. Life as the Prime Minister’s wife could not have been more different from her original dream of wedded bliss with an Oxford don. ‘She started with a deep suspicion that everyone disliked and despised her,’ commented one official. ‘She walked about looking terribly unhappy.’ State dinners and functions filled her with particular dread; at one, a civil servant’s wife found her in tears in the ladies’, saying: ‘I can’t take it any more.’131 The fact that Wilson palpably loved being Prime Minister, and expected her to revel in his success, only made matters worse. In March 1966 Crossman recorded a conversation with him about Mary’s appearance at a campaign rally:



I said that Mary must hate it. ‘Oh no,’ he said. ‘She liked the meeting a great deal.’ As I was going downstairs I ran into Mary and said, ‘I hear you really enjoyed last night after all.’ ‘Enjoyed it?’ she said, with agony on her face. ‘Who told you that? That man?’ Her relationship with Harold is fascinating. I am sure they are deeply together but they are now pretty separate in their togetherness.132





Given Mary’s complete lack of interest in politics, it was quite understandable that she found most of Wilson’s colleagues hard to get on with. Private Eye’s regular feature ‘Mrs Wilson’s Diary’, which was both unfair and hilariously effective, portrayed her as a suburban ingénue lost in the cynical world of politics. The diary entries were full of references to baked beans, cups of tea, HP Sauce, ‘Quaker Puffs’, and ‘my plaster ducks all nicely arranged in the lounge’.133 Thanks to Private Eye, she even became a personification of the supposedly banal, commercialised tastes of the affluent society: the entry for 3 September 1965, for instance, had her cooking ‘some Birds Eye Frozen Cod-fingers and Broccoli’ with ‘Yellow Cling Peaches with banana-flavoured topping’ for lunch, while Harold contents himself with ‘a piece of Krispiwheet and a portion of Dairylea Processed Cheese’.134

The ordinariness of Wilson’s tastes was not just a satirical invention. Crossman commented in 1965 that the Prime Minister had ‘no social life’, which was not quite true, because he did accumulate some dubious cronies and golfing partners from the world of business. In general, however, he led a very quiet life.135 He bought few books; he had no interest in concerts or the theatre; he disliked dinner parties; he even wore cheap, off-the-peg suits.136 In May 1965 Crossman went up to the Downing Street flat with him for lunch and was aghast to be confronted by ‘a plate with a piece of steak, two veg and a bit of cold salad’ as well as ‘two tins of Skol beer’. ‘Nothing could be more deeply petit bourgeois than the way he lives in those crowded little servants’ quarters up there,’ he wrote despairingly.137 In March 1968 he bravely accepted an invitation to go up for dinner with Harold and Mary and discovered that nothing had changed:



I hadn’t talked to her for some time and she said to me rather awkwardly, ‘I remember the only time you came to see us at our house in Hampstead. I offered you Nescafé and you said you’d rather not and we went out to a restaurant and there you got some ordinary coffee. So I suppose you don’t like tinned salmon but that’s all we’ve got tonight apart from a bit of cold ham.’ We were sitting in that miserable little dining-room and there on the table-cloth was a bit of mutton wrapped up in Cellophane, a bit of butter on a plate, a couple of tomatoes and some lettuce, and beside them a very large tin of salmon which had by now been emptied out into a potato dish.138





Wilson prided himself on the fact that as Prime Minister he retained his common touch. ‘One’s overwhelming impression of him’, wrote Barbara Castle in 1966, ‘is always of informality to the point of rakishness.’139 On one occasion she arrived early for a meeting and ‘found a geranium flag-seller for the blind waiting in the hall with a blind soldier’: the first appointment in Wilson’s diary. ‘They were delighted with their few words with him,’ she recorded, ‘and since there were no press or photographers there it must mean that he has a naturally kind heart.’140

Indeed, some of Wilson’s closest colleagues thought that he was nice to a fault. A year after the election, Crossman reflected on his leader’s ‘reluctance to have a scene or sack anybody’.141 Callaghan also considered that Wilson should have been ‘more ruthless in laying down the law’. He was, said Callaghan, ‘a kindly man who does not enjoy knocking heads together, nor does he easily ride roughshod over his colleagues’ feelings’.142 Even the loyal Marcia Williams later admitted that he was ‘curiously soft’ and ‘incapable of showing that streak of hardness and toughness with colleagues that is really necessary’:



Very often people who were totally opposed to him personally would mortally offend him, but instead of telling them exactly what he thought of them, he would be extraordinarily nice and polite to them …

We had a joke about Harold and his decisions to tell his colleagues exactly what he thought about them and to put things right when they were going badly wrong. We always used to say: ‘Ah! He has his feather duster out again.’143





Shortly after taking office, Wilson told Crossman that he planned to ‘sit back and study strategy and leave you chaps to do the tactics and detailed work in your Departments’.144 In fact this was a very inaccurate description of his style of leadership. Work took up almost all of Wilson’s waking life; one biographer calls his daily routine ‘puritanically simple’ and ‘monastic’.145 Williams recorded that he was always at his desk at eight, having already read the morning papers in bed, and then worked a sixteen-hour day before glancing at the first editions and retiring upstairs.146 He had no interest in food and made little time for meals, although he did like to have a few glasses of whisky or brandy in the evening.147 The pretence of ‘sitting back’ was rapidly abandoned; in 1970 he told Crossman that his was ‘a full-time job’:



I can tell you this, I have never read a book in No. 10. At Chequers I’ve read a book but, unlike Sir Alec Douglas-Home, who used to go downstairs to the big room and read novels, I don’t. I’ve got to cover everything …

After all, let’s be clear about it. Macmillan was an idle man, who just didn’t work as Prime Minister, and Douglas-Home was idle. I am not an idle man. I have never worked harder than I do here.148





The notion that Macmillan and Home were idle was quite ridiculous, but it was revealing that Wilson believed it. As Ben Pimlott points out, the obvious comparison was not with his Conservative predecessors but with one of his Conservative successors, Margaret Thatcher. Both came from provincial lower-middle-class, Nonconformist backgrounds; both went to grammar school and Oxford; and both rose to the premiership despite the condescension of their colleagues.149 Both prided themselves on their discipline and hard work, and, like Thatcher, Wilson was convinced that he knew his ministers’ briefs better than they did, endlessly badgering them with suggestions and advice. He thought nothing of dashing off a memo on machine-tool production or on traffic jams caused by heavy lorries in Parliament Square.150 Barbara Castle compared him with ‘a juggler with a dozen balls in the air at the same time’.151 Wilson himself preferred a different analogy. Shortly after accompanying Callaghan to a rugby match at Cardiff Arms Park, he wrote to his Chancellor: ‘I see my job as a scrum half who can sometimes get the ball, hare off round the blind side of the scrum & go off diagonally to the far corner flag & generally open up the game.’ He evidently did not know much about rugby, but the point was made.152

As Wilson contemplated his first months in power, he knew exactly what he wanted. A few months earlier he had promised ‘a hundred days of dynamic action’, just like President Kennedy.153 The close result of the election, however, gave him a majority of just five seats and no room for manoeuvre at all. He had to manage his party with care, because despite the apparent calm of the last two years his backbenchers were still deeply divided between left and right. They were, as a group, increasingly middle class; there were more academics, teachers, journalists and managers than ever before, more concerned about their own ideological commitments than about tribal loyalty to the Labour movement.154 The tiny majority meant that Wilson could not afford to antagonise any particular group. It also meant that for critical votes, seriously ill or elderly Labour MPs had to be rushed to Westminster to preserve the government’s majority, with doctors on hand in case the pressure became too much.155

Wilson’s new ministers were under no illusions: the goal, said Denis Healey, was to ‘keep the ship afloat and take advantage of any favourable tide to increase our majority’.156 At the same time, the Prime Minister was keen to create an impression of ‘activity and reforming zeal’, as promised in his rhetoric about the hundred days. When Parliament met on a gloomy, foggy 3 November for the Queen’s Speech, it was treated to a long list of Labour’s manifesto promises, from higher pensions and the abolition of prescription charges to a free vote on the death penalty and the renationalisation of the steel industry.157 Wilson wanted to cultivate the appearance of continuous, imaginative action, with himself at the centre; as one historian puts it, he was ‘like a juggler, spinning plates on sticks, moving rapidly from one to the next to keep all in motion, while maintaining a witty patter to the audience at the same time’.158 The crucial task was to keep the party together and prepare the ground for the next general election. ‘You can’t keep a Government together by the skin of your nose,’ said the journalist James Margach, interviewing him as the results came in. ‘I’ll pilot it by the seat of my pants then,’ replied Wilson. ‘The main thing is to get in there, form a Government and then control events and time the next election.’159


3

THE SPACE AGE



This is the age of the push-button, Mr Steed … As a journalist you’ll appreciate that we human beings are fallible, temperamental, and so often unreliable. The machine, however, is obedient, and invariably more competent.

‘The Cybernauts’, The Avengers (1965)

STEED: Do you know, we should be very grateful.

EMMA: For what, pray?

STEED: For living in the twentieth century, the world of thermostats, computers, transistors –

EMMA: Not forgetting automatic toasters.

‘Return of the Cybernauts’, The Avengers (1967)





Just before eleven o’clock on the morning of Friday, 8 October 1965, Harold Wilson’s car drew into the narrow streets of Fitzrovia for the official opening of the new Post Office Tower. At more than six hundred feet tall, the narrow, piercing cylinder of glass and steel was at once the capital’s tallest building, the centrepiece of Britain’s brand-new telecommunications network, and an uncompromising statement of technological optimism. Building work had begun four years earlier, under the direction of Eric Bedford, the chief architect at the Ministry of Works, and had cost two million pounds, making the new edifice one of the most expensive buildings in the country. Sixteen utility platforms of radio, ventilation and power units soared above the Georgian streets of bohemian London, supporting a vast array of microwave antennae, aerials and dishes beaming calls and signals to smaller towers across the nation.1

The tower’s inaugural ceremonies passed off smoothly enough. Wilson made a cheerful ceremonial telephone call to test the new equipment, unveiled a plaque near the entrance, and then took a lift thirty-four floors above the capital to look across the skyline. He was accompanied not only by his wife Mary and his private secretary Marcia Williams, but also by a nervous gaggle of senior officials from the Post Office and the current Postmaster General, Anthony Wedgwood Benn.

Lampooned by Private Eye as ‘Wedgie the Whizz’, Benn was the government’s most enthusiastic champion of technology and modernisation, although he recorded in his diary that the tower had endured more than its fair share of teething troubles. Even when Wilson went up to the observation gallery, Benn noted, ‘it was so misty we could hardly see anything at all’.2 Despite this bad luck, however, the opening was generally considered a success, and eight months later Benn returned to the tower to give the Queen a guided tour. ‘Afterwards,’ he recorded, ‘we went up and had tea with Billy Butlin, revolving in his restaurant. She was obviously not interested in the technical aspects but I think enjoyed seeing London from such a height. I suggested that there ought to be a state banquet in which all the guests went by the top table every twenty minutes.’3

Sir Billy Butlin’s revolving restaurant was by far the most intriguing and newsworthy aspect of the new building. Built on a circular platform that slowly revolved on nylon wheels, it completed a full turn every twenty-two minutes and gave diners an unbeatable view of the London skyline. It was opened to the public in yet another official ceremony on 19 May 1966, with Benn and Butlin gamely tucking into prawn cocktails and T-bone steaks for the benefit of the cameras, and proved a tremendous hit. In the first twelve months alone, one and a half million visitors paid four shillings for entrance to the tower, where they could stare out at the capital from two different observation galleries, browse in the souvenir shop and throw coins into the charity wishing well. Whether the tower was quite ready for such attention was another matter. As Benn privately noted, its organisation was ‘appalling’, with only two lifts, each holding fourteen people, having ‘to be used continually to take 400 people to the top and bring them down again’.4 But such was the demand for places in the revolving restaurant that visitors were advised to book well in advance, although the staff found the whole thing rather dizzying and nicknamed it the ‘revolting restaurant’.5

The Post Office Tower was more than a building; it was a symbol of what Private Eye mockingly called ‘Benn’s HoverBritain’.6 Indeed, barely a month after the tower had been opened to the public, it was playing a central role in the BBC’s science-fiction series Doctor Who. In ‘The War Machines’, which began in June 1966, the Doctor and his friends find themselves in contemporary London, a place of dolly birds, swinging nightclubs and a megalomaniac computer, WOTAN, which controls an army of War Machines from its headquarters at the summit of the Post Office Tower. Unfortunately, BBC research suggested that the show’s six million viewers were less than impressed, largely because audiences found that ‘the whole idea of a computer able to think for itself, and with power over human beings as well as machines, was “preposterous”’. ‘I like science fiction,’ said one disgruntled viewer, ‘but this is ridiculous.’7

The success of the Post Office Tower as an iconic tourist attraction owed a great deal to the contemporary enthusiasm for science and technology. Instead of being seen as technical, desiccated and boring, science was regarded as inherently exciting and dynamic, and its place in the national imagination was confirmed not merely by the success of Doctor Who but also by the popularity of Dan Dare, toy space rockets and chemistry sets.8 Indeed, by the time that the Post Office Tower was opened to the public, British science had been enjoying something of a thirty-year golden age. If the 1930s had been the heroic years of Lord Rutherford’s Cavendish laboratory at Cambridge and the great breakthrough in nuclear physics, then the decades that followed had been no less exhilarating. The mobilisation of science to fight the Nazis had produced plenty of impressive benefits in peacetime, from nuclear power and radar to infra-red and improved antibiotics. Perhaps the most common if apparently mundane example was polythene, which had been developed by ICI in 1939 to insulate electrical equipment. After the war, it became one of the most ubiquitous of all plastics, used to wrap and contain food in almost every household in the nation, and by the early sixties its production ran into millions of tonnes.9

In the decades that followed, British scientists consistently earned international renown for their work on everything from geophysics and fluid mechanics to radio astronomy and molecular biology, and British science continued to win more than its fair share of Nobel prizes. Sir Bernard Lovell developed the world’s most advanced radio telescope at Jodrell Bank; Ernst Chain and Howard Florey made the breakthrough in penicillin culture that allowed it to become a ubiquitous, marketable drug; Dorothy Hodgkin worked out the molecular structure of vitamin B12. Indeed, only the United States, which enjoyed far greater funding and resources, could point to a comparable record of achievement. The most renowned discovery of all came in 1953, when Francis Crick and James Watson worked out the double helix structure of DNA, the genetic carrier from generation to generation, and their satisfaction was all the greater for the knowledge that they had narrowly beaten the American chemist Linus Pauling to the same breakthrough.10

For anyone interested in science, these were exciting times, and although the double-helix discovery failed to attract much – or indeed any – attention from the popular press, there is no doubt that scientific discoveries did have a tremendous impact on daily life in the fifties and sixties. Medical science in particular was booming; and thanks to the NHS, patients across the country reaped the rewards of the latest researches. Many of the advances of modern medicine were actually based on breakthroughs in other fields of science and technology. The development of X-ray equipment, for instance, drew on the research of the photographic industry; analgesics and sulphonamides came from chemical engineering; and even hearing aids were inspired by the development of the transistor radio. The march of medical science was so rapid that, by the sixties, NHS doctors were regularly carrying out intricate kidney and liver operations, blood transfusions and complicated heart surgery, and by 1969 there was serious talk of transplant surgery and genetic engineering.11

The everyday impact of the new technology went well beyond the hospitals. In 1962 Anthony Sampson wrote that ‘an alarming new master-manager’ was making its presence felt in the boardroom:



a brain which can remember everything about everyone, which can check figures, write cheques, calculate turnovers and notice exceptions in every factory and shop. No manager can ignore the influence of the neat grey machines, with their menacing names – Leo, Pegasus, Orion – silently working in their air conditioned rooms, disgorging their ticker-tapes of figures. The computer is still in its infancy in Britain, which has only about two hundred of them (compared with four thousand in America), of which sixty are in industry; but clearly computers will eventually have drastic effect on managers.12





One of Britain’s first major computer developments, as Sampson acknowledged, was LEO, a monstrous machine that consisted of three thousand valves wired together from floor to ceiling of an entire room. LEO stood for Lyons Electronic Office; it had been specially built at Cambridge for the Lyons tea-shop company. It began running their bakery operations in 1951 and managing the payroll three years later.13

Although it might seem surprising that the world’s first office computer was made for a company more famous for Swiss rolls and Earl Grey tea, the link between technology and consumerism was arguably never stronger than in the fifties and sixties. During the war years, scientific progress had been driven by the desperate need to defeat Nazi Germany; now the equivalent pressures came not only from the Cold War but from the demands of commerce and consumerism. Electrical appliances like televisions, washing machines and refrigerators were becoming commonplace in British homes, and scientific research was also being channelled into the development of detergents, disinfectants, frozen foods, synthetic fabrics, plastics and polishes. Since only the very poorest or most isolated members of society remained untouched by the pace of scientific change, technology and affluence appeared to be advancing hand in hand. In the words of one observer, there emerged in the mid-1950s



a dawning realization that, thanks to the miraculous advance of technology, an entirely new kind of material prosperity was coming into being … There was suddenly much more money around than would have seemed imaginable to any previous generation, and every year that passed seemed to bring yet more technical marvels, more change – transistor radios, jet airliners, computers, motorways, new kinds of architecture in steel, concrete and glass.14





Unlike Doctor Who’s deranged computer WOTAN, LEO was more interested in the price of cream buns than in seizing control of Greater London, but the development of the office computer – or ‘robot’, as many people insisted on calling it – did not go unnoticed. As early as 1955, the Mirror published a week-long investigation into the ‘Robot Revolution’:



They can bake pies. They can make motors. They can answer the telephone. They can fashion jib-bores. They can add up, subtract, divide. They can write. They can speak. They can pen love-letters. They can do all these things without any help from you. Whatever your job is, the chances are that one of these machines can do it faster and better than you can.





Automation, according to the Mirror, would bring a four-day week and higher salaries, although office boys and factory girls would have to retrain to take care of the machines that would be doing their jobs. The Robot Revolution, the paper concluded, might well ‘bring about something which Socialists fundamentally believe in – a shorter working week for all, less drudgery for all, and therefore more leisure for all’.15 Other observers, however, were rather less optimistic. ‘A big computer’, one consultant remarked, ‘can put a giant corporation back into being a one-man firm.’ Anthony Sampson, too, predicted that computers would put thousands of people out of work. ‘Rather as television can by-pass the small salesman,’ he wrote, ‘so computers may by-pass the small manager.’16

It was not surprising, then, that popular culture in the sixties often reflected fears of mechanisation, technology and uncontrollable computers. Television adventure series like The Avengers, for instance, regularly fell back on mad computers, modernisation-crazed scientists and armies of killing machines for their villains. In one of the most popular episodes, ‘The Cybernauts’ (1965), the heroes uncover a plot by Dr Armstrong, the chairman of United Automation, to bring about ‘government by automation’ under the aegis of his humanoid Cybernaut robots. Human beings, Armstrong explains, are ‘fallible’, while machines are ‘invariably more competent’ and represent ‘the ultimate in human achievement’. John Steed, the dashing hero, is less impressed; he denounces the dream of a ‘cybernetic police state’ run by ‘push-button bobbies’, and inevitably wins the day.

In 1966, meanwhile, in ‘The House That Jack Built’, the heroine Emma Peel is trapped inside a futuristic house lined with corridors painted in swirling Pop and Op Art patterns and humming with electronic noise. The architect, it turns out, is Professor Keller, an automation expert whom she had dismissed years before from her late father’s company when his robotic obsession had spilled over into misanthropic mania. Keller is long dead, but a machine plays back his chilling recorded message:



This house is a machine – an indestructible machine, powered by solar energy … This machine will last for a thousand years, perhaps forever. An indestructible monument to my ingenuity. And yet the means of your destruction. You see, Mrs Peel, the mind of a machine cannot reason, therefore it cannot lose its reason. That is the machine’s ultimate superiority. Its mind has no breaking point. But your mind has. When the experiment is concluded, the machine will continue to function perfectly, but you, Mrs Peel, will be quite, quite mad.17





Emma Peel survives, of course; her imagination outwits the machine, which promptly self-destructs.

These were not isolated themes: they were also increasingly common in Doctor Who. In 1968 the time-travelling Doctor and his friends once again find themselves in Swinging London, and this time they are up against an army of gleaming Cybermen.18 A race of men who have gradually replaced flesh and blood with metal and plastic, and have lost all human feeling and compassion, the Cybermen were a perfect example of contemporary fears about scientific progress. They were the creation of the programme’s scientific adviser, Dr Kit Pedler, an ophthalmologist from the University of London. As he explained to the Radio Times, he ‘foresaw a time when spare part surgery – the replacement of limbs and organs – would become as commonplace as changing a shirt, and that eventually people might have so many prosthetic parts that they would become uncertain whether they were human or machine’.19

Most politicians and civil servants in the fifties and sixties, impressed by the wartime impact of penicillin, radar and atomic power, were more interested in encouraging the development of new technology than in taking precautions against cybernetic invasion. In 1945 the Percy Report had recommended a rapid increase in the numbers of engineering students, and a year later the Barlow Committee recommended that steps should be taken to double the number of annual science graduates. ‘Never before’, said the Barlow Report, ‘has the importance of science been so widely recognised, or so many hopes of future progress and welfare founded upon the scientist.’20

Although successive governments were lambasted for not doing enough to promote scientific expertise, it was extremely unfair to imagine that the British political classes were befuddled by a kind of amateurish anachronism. Between 1945 and 1964, government spending on non-military scientific research and development rose from almost £7 million to over £150 million, which, allowing for inflation, represented a tenfold increase.21 In the sixties Britain spent some 2.3 per cent of GNP on scientific research, which was admittedly less than the 3 per cent spent by the United States and the Soviet Union, but still outstripped West Germany (1.8 per cent) and France (1.5 per cent).22 Scientific advisers like Henry Tizard and Solly Zuckerman cut influential figures in Whitehall, and in 1959 Harold Macmillan appointed the charismatic if slightly implausible figure of Viscount Hailsham as the country’s first Minister for Science and Technology.23

Even the Royal Family was associated with the popular vogue for science and technology, thanks to the Duke of Edinburgh, who served from 1951 as president of the British Association for the Advancement of Science and made a notable impact in his inaugural lecture, entitled ‘The British Contribution to Science and Technology in the Past Hundred Years’. The effect was slightly tarnished for insiders by the fact that the speech had actually been written by a panel of eminent scientists; indeed, the Duke confessed to the secretary of the association: ‘The more I read the material you have been sending me the more confused I get.’24 However, given the dizzying advance of British science in the preceding years, this was not necessarily cause for great shame, and the Duke’s modernising image survived unscathed.

Despite the impressive advances of British science during the 1950s and their manifest repercussions everywhere from the kitchen to the shop floor, the country’s politicians were never able to dispel the nagging suspicion that instead of surging ahead in the great technological race, Britain was really falling behind. The image of the nation as a doddering relic, hidebound by privilege and struggling to keep up with its younger competitors, owed much to a particular kind of political dissatisfaction with the Conservative government, and it reached its peak in the early sixties at exactly the same point when Harold Macmillan’s administration was running out of steam. Between 1961 and 1964, the Financial Times’ industrial editor Michael Shanks published his manifesto The Stagnant Society, Anthony Sampson examined the Anatomy of Britain and Anthony Hartley produced A State of England. In October 1962 the journal New Society, which promised to take a long look at Britain’s social and economic problems, made its first appearance, and in July 1963 the highbrow periodical Encounter devoted a special issue to the supposed ‘Suicide of a Nation’.25

Given the tremendous technological advances and consumer affluence of the period, this torrent of rather depressing self-analysis looks more like a disguised attack on the Macmillan government than a serious response to a genuine problem. After all, the average wage and the standard of living had both grown rapidly since the end of the Second World War, and most ordinary people led far more prosperous and comfortable lives than they had done just ten years before. On the other hand, the criticism did reflect popular unease at some of the changes that British society had undergone during the period of affluence. It allowed people to voice their frustration at the undoubted decline of Britain’s international prestige, and it also represented an excellent way of attacking the government. As the historian Jim Tomlinson remarks, it was based more on ‘Mickey Mouse sociology’ and a desire to bash the Tories than on serious analysis of the country’s position.26

But it nevertheless encouraged the feeling among some scientists that they were being treated poorly by an amateurish and antiquated society. The most famous spokesman for this position was the novelist C. P. Snow, a grammar-school boy from Leicester who moved in stately progression from a Cambridge fellowship to civil service work in the war, a stint as a civil service commissioner with responsibility for scientific recruitment, and a post at the Ministry of Technology in the first Wilson government. Snow’s novels, which attracted considerable attention in the fifties and sixties but largely disappeared into obscurity thereafter, followed the life of Lewis Elliot, a provincial outsider who moves smoothly through the worlds of the law, big business, the civil service, secret atomic research and so on. Like his creator, Elliot owes his advancement in part to his reputation as a scientist; towards the end of the cycle, he is knighted, becomes a senior government adviser, and ends up as a junior minister. He is the quintessential example of what Snow saw as the ‘new men’, a national elite based on merit rather than breeding and on scientific expertise rather than literary erudition.27

The most famous articulation of Snow’s faith in the ‘new men’ came in 1959, when he was invited to deliver the Rede Lecture at Cambridge. In his address, entitled ‘The Two Cultures and the Scientific Revolution’, he examined the ‘gulf of mutual incomprehension’ between science and the arts in modern Britain. For Snow, it was deplorable that British intellectuals were ignorant of, say, the Second Law of Thermodynamics, and he complained that ‘traditional culture’ had ‘an “unscientific”, even an “anti-scientific” flavour’. Literary intellectuals, he concluded, were ‘natural Luddites’; by contrast, scientific culture contained ‘a great deal of argument, usually much more rigorous, and almost always at a higher conceptual level, than the literary persons’ arguments’. Scientists had ‘the future in their bones’, but ‘traditional’ intellectuals responded only ‘by wishing the future did not exist’.28

Snow’s rather fatuous argument would probably have been forgotten had it not been for the furious response of F. R. Leavis, the intemperate Cambridge don and literary critic. Leavis waited until 1962 and his Richmond Lecture, again in Cambridge, before delivering his broadside, and he secured the attention of the press by first barring all reporters from attending the lecture, entitled ‘The Significance of C. P. Snow’, and then publishing the whole thing in the Spectator. He was out not to wound but to kill; as one commentator remarks, it is ‘not just that no two stones of Snow’s argument are left standing: each and every pebble is pulverized; the fields are salted; and the entire population is sold into slavery’.29 Leavis attacked ‘the preposterous and menacing absurdity of C. P. Snow’s consecrated public standing’, dismissed his ‘embarrassing vulgarity of style’ and ‘complete ignorance’ of history and literature, and announced that it was ‘ridiculous to credit him with any capacity for serious thinking about the problems on which he offers to advise the world’. And in case any of his listeners had missed the point, Leavis added that Snow was ‘of course, a – no, I can’t say that; he isn’t: Snow thinks of himself as a novelist … [but] his incapacity as a novelist is … total’. ‘As a novelist,’ he continued witheringly, ‘he doesn’t exist; he doesn’t begin to exist. He can’t be said to know what a novel is … Not only is he not a genius, he is intellectually as undistinguished as it is possible to be.’30

Since Snow was an established member of London’s intellectual elite, it was no surprise that his highbrow friends rallied to his side. The Spectator printed more than thirty letters responding to Leavis’s lecture, all but five of which took up the cudgels on Snow’s behalf. Lord Boothby, for example, attacked Leavis’s ‘reptilian venom’ and declared that there was ‘not a single constructive thought in his lecture’; other correspondents criticised his ‘bemused drivelling’, his ‘insincerity, incapacity and envy’ and his ‘ill-mannered, self-centred and destructive behaviour’.31 All in all, it was easily the most vehement and engaging intellectual feud of the decade. On the other hand, neither man had emerged with any great distinction from the affair, and what was more, it really only amounted to a rehash of a much more genteel debate conducted between Matthew Arnold and T. H. Huxley in the 1880s. Although Leavis had triumphantly succeeded in besmirching Snow’s reputation as a novelist, he did not manage to destroy his case about the place of science in British culture. Indeed, during the 1980s, several influential historians, notably Martin Wiener and Correlli Barnett, argued that in effect Snow had been right, and that national economic failure could be attributed to the persistent anti-scientific and anti-technical bias of British culture and education.32

At the time, this sort of analysis went down very well on the political left as well as in influential journals like The Economist, Encounter and the New Statesman. Indeed, barely a week seemed to go by without one of them attacking the dusty old Establishment and calling for educational reform or technological modernisation. Since their principal target was usually Macmillan’s exhausted government, Labour were the obvious beneficiaries.33 Indeed, Wilson himself had always been keen on the rhetoric of scientific progress. At his very first public meeting as a Labour parliamentary candidate, in 1944, he had hailed the ‘great industrial and technical revolution’ that meant Britain was now ‘a totally different world’.34

By the end of the fifties Wilson was already specialising in the kind of language for which he became famous six years later. ‘This is an age of sputniks and space travel and of scientific achievement proceeding at a staggering rate,’ he remarked in 1957. ‘All this produces a new challenge to any Government, and that is why it is a tragedy that this country, which seemed to be leading the world, is still governed by a group of obsolete Edwardians.’35 Like other Labour politicians of the day, he identified technological progress and economic growth as the solutions to almost every conceivable problem.36 ‘This is our message for the sixties,’ he told the party conference in 1960, ‘a Socialist-inspired scientific and technological revolution releasing energy on an enormous scale and deployed not for the destruction of mankind but for enriching mankind beyond our wildest dreams.’37

Wilson was not alone in his attachment to science and modernisation. In October 1959, when the Conservatives won their third consecutive general election, it was widely assumed that Labour’s traditional working-class base had been eroded by consumer affluence and social change. The pollster Mark Abrams even argued that unless the party rapidly modernised itself, it was likely to fall victim to ‘a permanent and continuing swing’ towards Conservatism.38 The old cloth-cap image, according to Abrams, had to go; instead, the party should appeal to ‘ambitious people, middle-class people, young people, office workers and scientists’.39

Although this argument cut little ice with the Labour left, which instinctively recoiled from the values of Macmillan’s affluent society, it made a great impression on Hugh Gaitskell, who was keen to find a rationale for modernising his party and pushing it further towards the centre. Gaitskell warned the 1959 Labour Party conference that the advent of ‘TV, new gadgets like refrigerators and washing machines, the glossy magazines with their special appeal to women and even the flood of new cars on the home markets’ meant that ‘more and more people are beginning to turn to their own personal affairs and to concentrate on their own material advance’. And he argued that Labour had to change the very nature of their appeal; after all, ‘the typical worker of the future is more likely to be a skilled man in a white overall, watching dials in a bright new modern factory, than a badly paid cotton operative working in a dark and obsolete nineteenth-century mill’.40

In welcoming the opportunities of this new world of affluence and technology, Gaitskell and Wilson were following the example of one of their most talented contemporaries, the suave young intellectual Anthony Crosland. In 1956 Crosland had published The Future of Socialism, which had attracted glowing reviews and was considered by commentators of all parties to be the most important book on socialism since the war.41 Crosland was a keen admirer of the new sociology of the fifties, as well as the ideas of the Canadian economist John Kenneth Galbraith.42 He assumed that Britain was on the verge of a revolutionary new age of rapid economic growth, and that the old appeals to working-class solidarity were as outdated as the old reliance on nationalisation and public ownership.43 Given the popularity of televisions, annual holidays and kitchen appliances, Crosland thought that Labour would be ‘ill-advised to continue making a largely proletarian class appeal when a majority of the population is gradually attaining a middle-class standard of life, and distinct symptoms of a middle-class psychology’.44 In a particularly famous passage, he argued that socialists should turn their attention to



more important spheres – of personal freedom, happiness and cultural endeavour: the cultivation of leisure, beauty, grace, gaiety, excitement, and of all the proper pursuits, whether elevated, vulgar, or eccentric, which contribute to the varied fabric of a full private and family life … We need not only higher exports and old-age pensions, but more open-air cafés, brighter and gayer streets at night, later closing-hours for public houses, more repertory theatres, better and more hospitable hoteliers and restaurateurs, brighter and cleaner eating-houses, more riverside cafés, more pleasure-gardens on the Battersea model, more murals and pictures in public places, better designs for furniture and pottery and women’s clothes, statues in the centre of new housing estates, better-designed street lamps and telephone kiosks, and so on ad infinitum …

Now the time has come for … a greater emphasis on private life, on freedom and dissent, on culture, beauty, leisure and even frivolity. Total abstinence and a good filing system are not now the right signposts to the socialist Utopia: or at least, if they are, some of us will fall by the wayside.45





Crosland’s book was immensely influential, underpinning the kind of liberal progressivism that Labour represented in the sixties. For despite all the attention given to Harold Wilson in 1963 and 1964, the modernisation of Labour’s appeal and message had long been under way. Even in 1959 the party’s campaign literature had been full of references to ‘scientific progress’, ‘the age of automation and atomic power’ and ‘the age of the Sputnik’.46 And in 1960 and 1961, the party’s general secretary, Morgan Phillips, prepared two controversial documents arguing for the ‘scientific revolution’, ‘a national plan with targets for individual industries’ and a National Industrial Planning Board to encourage ‘speedy and purposive industrial investment’.47

Wilson’s real accomplishment, therefore, was to take these themes and weave them into a slick, resonant argument. Instead of attacking the Conservatives on the traditional Labour grounds of inequality, poverty and inhumanity, he blamed them for not doing enough to encourage economic growth, reform the education system or modernise industry. ‘Twelve Wasted Years’ was the title of one Labour pamphlet issued in September 1963, decrying ‘years of stagnation at home and lost influence abroad’.48 Science was to be at the forefront of Labour’s bid to reverse the country’s decline, and Wilson surrounded himself with a team of eminent advisers such as the physicist Patrick Blackett, the chemist Howard Florey and the mathematician Jacob Bronowski.49 When he was asked what he associated socialism with in the modern age, he replied that ‘if there was one word it was science’.50 Obligingly, the press played along. ‘Labour Mobilises the Scientists’ read one headline. ‘The Tories in Danger of Losing the Battle of Brains’ proclaimed another.51

The beauty of this approach was that it also allowed Wilson to draw together the different factions of the Labour Party behind the banner of modernisation, while also reaching out to white-collar voters.52 The old image of cloth-capped trade unionists bickering with slightly deranged Hampstead intellectuals was no more; instead, commented The Economist in June 1964, it had been superseded by ‘Mr Wilson’s capture of the more positive image of the white laboratory coat’.53 Indeed, Wilson himself was widely seen as the living embodiment of science and efficiency. Again and again in interviews he talked about ‘cutting edges’, ‘hard facts’ and ‘tough decisions’, while promising a ‘dynamic’, ‘purposive’ and ‘thrusting’ administration, fit for the ‘jet-age’.54 ‘We need a shake-up in industry,’ he commented in July 1963, with one eye obviously on Westminster. ‘There’s still too much dead wood – too many directors sitting in boardrooms not because they can produce or sell, but because of their family background. To make industry dynamic, we need vigorous young executives, scientists and sales experts chosen for their abilities – not their connections.’55

All this talk of modernisation reflected the wide intellectual enthusiasm in the early sixties for science and planning, and it was an integral part of the general optimism with which many commentators looked ahead. Indeed, what was incongruous about the Snow–Leavis debate was that it took place at a time when British science was more self-confident than ever before. In 1962 Anthony Sampson pointed out that although scientists, engineers and doctors were still regarded as a ‘separate breed’, they enjoyed more prestige than at any time in living memory:



Men accustomed before the war to scrounge for equipment as government ‘boffins’ or university pariahs, have found themselves wooed by government and industry with new labs, vast equipment, nervous respect and multiplied staff. ‘The feeling of being a depressed class has quite gone’, said one science knight: ‘… Now the scientists are the privileged class.’56





This enthusiasm for science and technology was not, of course, confined to Britain. Across the Atlantic, it was even more marked, and in January 1961 the news magazine Time awarded its ‘Man of the Year’ prize to a group of fifteen American scientists, with the explanation that ‘Science is at the apogee of its power’.57

Many historians argue that Western society in these years underwent a ‘technological revolution’, with repercussions in ‘the urban landscape and rural environment, the working day, domestic chores and the pursuit of leisure, the role of women, and the nature of education’.58 Persuasive as it is, this idea still has its flaws. Not only were many of the changes attributed to the sixties actually under way as early as the inter-war years, but in many ways the new technological possibilities of the affluent society strengthened rather than undermined existing attitudes and habits. At the time, however, most commentators were keener to celebrate change than to acknowledge continuity, not least because change made for a better story and attracted younger readers. Indeed, although British politics and popular culture in the late 1950s had been marked by a deep sense of conservatism, press headlines regularly announced not only the ‘Age of Boom’ but the ‘Jet Age’, the ‘Atom Age’, the ‘Electronic Age’ and the ‘Space Age’. Even the passing of the last steam locomotive in 1957 was taken to mark the end of the Victorian Steam Age and the onset of a new ‘state of mind … when the limits of the Possible were suddenly removed’.59

For many observers, the most exciting technological development of the post-war years was the race between Soviet and American scientists to explore the vast expanses of space. When the first Sputnik satellite was launched into orbit in 1957, the Daily Express ran the enormous banner headline ‘SPACE AGE IS HERE’ above the news that a Soviet ‘man-made moon’ was circling the earth.60 But although public interest in the conquest of space was greatly strengthened by the Sputnik launch, it had already been evident for several years. Since April 1950, for example, the smart, colourful Eagle, a weekly comic paper for children, had attracted millions of readers largely thanks to the escapades of ‘Dan Dare, Pilot of the Future’, a flying ace in the International Space Fleet and a dashing British hero for the Space Age.61 In the mid-fifties popular enthusiasm for rocketry, air power and space travel reached a peak never matched before or since. It takes little imagination to spot the link with Britain’s experience in the Second World War; the Battle of Britain was already well on the way to becoming a legend of national courage, and it was no coincidence that the comic Rocket, billed as ‘The First Space-Age Weekly’, purported to be edited by Douglas Bader. Words like astronaut, cosmonaut, countdown and blast-off found their way into everyday conversation, while a revealing cliché of the era held that every boy wanted to be an astronaut and every girl wanted to marry one.62

Toy companies were quick to pounce. While waiting for the anticipated call from NASA, aspiring astronauts could content themselves with the Dan Dare Cosmic Ray Gun, the De Luxe Sputnik or the Friction-Powered Gemini Space Capsule. To stave off pangs of hunger during the long journey towards the outer planets, the would-be Yuri Gagarin would be wise to stock up on Space Patrol sweet cigarettes and Sky Ray or Zoom lollipops, while even boxes of Quaker Puffed Wheat, marketed as ‘the shot from guns cereal’ that would ‘launch big and little space men’, came with a free ‘Spinning Sputnik’, which looked suspiciously like a standard flying saucer.63 And the Space Age craze was not limited to the playground. In 1962, for example, the Tornados topped the singles charts on both sides of the Atlantic with their instrumental recording ‘Telstar’, a rare example of a chart hit inspired by a communications satellite. And there were even Space Age restaurants in Hyde Park and at the Theatre Royal in York, in which diners could tuck in to their prawn cocktails confident in the knowledge that they were embracing the spirit of the brave new Britain.64

Public enthusiasm for modernity in the so-called Space Age probably owed as much to a belated reaction to the austerity of the early fifties as it did to scientific innovation and suburban affluence. Christopher Booker, the former editor of Private Eye, noted that newspapers like the Observer and the Sunday Times were always looking for ‘any new excitement that happened to be in the air, whether joining the Common Market or candy-striped shirts, economic “growth” or features on leather jacketed “ton-up kids”’. The upper-middle-class press had fallen victim to a nasty case of ‘neophilia’: literally, love of the new.65 In 1961, above a large and admiring photograph of a West German monorail, the Observer asked: ‘Must Britain Be In a Mess?’ ‘Much more research and enterprise’, the article explained, ‘are needed in Britain to develop the fast, compact forms of public transport which are now technically possible.’ Since the monorail was new, it apparently followed that it represented the future; not for nothing were the villains’ headquarters in James Bond films typically equipped with a functioning monorail. A year later the same newspaper made another bid ‘to assert the dynamic importance of the Hovercraft’.66

Even sport was not immune from the cult of novelty. In April 1961, for example, Anthony Crosland suggested that the Double-winning Tottenham side might be ‘the first really professional football team’ and a sign of ‘a more general breakthrough, of a shift in the national mood from complacency to dynamism’.67 The love of the new was not confined to politicians and journalists, either, but was implicit in the consumer trends of the period. The model Lesley Hornby, or Twiggy, later recalled her childhood in the early sixties:



Anything modern was wonderful, and anything old was terrible. It has a lot to do with the middle-class, suburban way of thinking, to revere new things, everything up to date, up to the minute, brand new and streamlined and contemporary – that’s what everything has to be – houses, home décor, ornaments, clothes! … In the sixties, anyway, everything had to be in fashion immediately and then out again, constantly changing.68





It is too simplistic to say, as some historians do, that the sixties were ‘utopian years’; this faith in a bright technological future was far from universal, and as the examples of the Cybernauts and the Cybermen might suggest, many people were deeply afraid of economic and political decline, social change or cultural collapse.69 But until the middle of the sixties, politicians and journalists alike emphasised the rewards of science and innovation, not its dangers. Indeed, between about 1956 and 1964, British popular culture did exhibit an intangible and distinctive sense of confidence, closely associated with rising wages, full employment, rampant materialism and technological change. This was, after all, the heyday of James Bond, that most conspicuous of consumers. ‘When did you last hear the word austerity?’ asked Queen magazine at the turn of the decade:



This is the last time you will see it in this issue. At this minute there is more money in Britain than ever before. Nearly two thousand million pounds is pouring out of pockets and wallets and handbags and changing into air tickets and oysters, television sets and caviar, art treasures and vacuum cleaners, cigars and refrigerators. Britain has launched into an age of unparalleled lavish living. It came unobtrusively. But now, you are living in a new world. Turn the page if you want proof that you are living in an age of BOOM.70





‘At the gates of the new decade’, said The Economist a few months later, ‘the main peril, blinding our eyes to what we could achieve, seems almost to be smugness.’71

In August 1964, despite the occasional stuttering of the economy under Harold Macmillan’s various Chancellors, Queen’s ‘age of BOOM’ was still in full swing. Indeed, thanks to the munificence of the last Tory Chancellor, Reginald Maudling, Britain was enjoying a reckless surge of growth and prosperity, and as shoppers strolled down their local high streets in the glorious late summer sunshine, they were surrounded by all the trappings of the affluent society: car and television showrooms, crowded supermarkets, teenagers chatting over their mopeds, radios blaring out the latest hits by the Beatles and the Rolling Stones. Both the Sunday Times and the Sunday Telegraph were already producing glossy guides to this new world of consumerism and luxury, with fashion tips by Mary Quant for the housewife and short stories by Ian Fleming for her husband, but this new Britain still seemed to lack its own definitive chronicle.

Then, on 15 September, a new publication appeared on the shelves of newsagents across the country. The launch of the Sun, three days after the beginning of Labour’s election campaign and two days before the premiere of Goldfinger, was in itself a striking indication of how much times and tastes had changed. ‘Good Morning!’ exclaimed its exuberant front page. ‘Yes, it’s time for a new newspaper … The Sun is here! The only newspaper born of the age that we live in.’72

The Sun had been born from the ashes of the Daily Herald, the old trade union paper, which had been haemorrhaging money and readers.73 Its founders, the newspaper baron Cecil Harmsworth King and his editorial director Hugh Cudlipp, commissioned a series of expensive market surveys by Mark Abrams, who had already produced several influential analyses of teenage consumerism as well as Harold Wilson’s advertising campaign in 1964. Abrams reported that the Herald’s old working-class readers were ‘rising in status’, becoming drawn to a new era of ‘consumer politics’ as they acquired cars and televisions.74 Intrigued by this vision of a Britain that would be forged anew in the white heat of mass consumerism, King and Cudlipp decided to relaunch the Herald as a paper for women and the young, the fashionable audiences of the early sixties and also those most likely to impress advertisers.75 As King told anyone who would listen, the new paper would be ‘deliberately geared to the mental attitudes and new interests of the mid-1960s’.76

The editorial column of the Sun’s first issue spelled out its commitment to the new age of affluence and science:



It is an independent newspaper designed to serve and inform all those whose lives are changing, improving, expanding in these hurrying years.

We welcome the age of automation, electronics, computers. We will campaign for the rapid modernisation of Britain – regardless of the vested interests of managements or workers …

The Sun is a newspaper with a social conscience. A radical newspaper ready to praise or criticise without preconceived bias. Championing progressive ideas. Fighting injustice. Exposing cruelty and exploitation.





It was, quite simply, the paper of the future: progressive, classless and free-thinking. ‘Look at how life has changed,’ the editorial pointed out:



Five million Britons now holiday abroad every year. Half our population is under 35 years of age. Steaks, cars, houses, refrigerators, washing-machines are no longer the prerogative of the ‘upper crust’, but the right of all. People believe, and the Sun believes with them, that the division of Britain into social classes is happily out of date …

For all these millions of people with lively minds and fresh ambitions the Sun will stimulate the new thinking, hoping to produce among its readers the leaders of tomorrow, knowing that they are more likely to emerge from a college of advanced technology than from Eton or Harrow.77





The IPC Group spent almost £400,000 on advertising alone, from posters to television commercials, all branded with the device of a blazing sun and the slogan ‘Time for a new newspaper, born of the age we live in’. More than three million copies of the first issue were produced to meet the expected demand, more than twice the print run of the old Herald. King and Cudlipp threw a lavish champagne party at the Café Royal to celebrate the launch of the newspaper that would surely capture the spirit of the Space Age.78

And then, nemesis. The Sun sold well over three million copies on its first day, but readers were obviously not impressed. ‘It is appalling,’ wrote a disappointed Tony Benn, who might have been expected to admire its emphasis on technology and novelty:



It is a pale wishy-washy imitation of the Daily Mail and I don’t honestly see how it can survive as a daily. It is the product of market research, without any inner strength and message. There is little hard news – pages of fluffy features and nothing hard to bite on. I am afraid that it may not be as much of a help to us between now and polling day as we had hoped.79





Within four days the Sun’s circulation was down to 1.75 million; within a couple of weeks it was sinking back down towards the level of the Herald. By the last years of the decade its readership had fallen to some 800,000. In the middle of 1969 the IPC board decided to stop losing money on an obviously unsuccessful venture, and at the end of the year they sold it for a nominal fee to an Australian businessman called Rupert Murdoch.80

The failure of the Sun should have been a warning that for all the excitement about the Space Age, the path of change did not always run smooth. Mark Abrams had correctly identified how British society would evolve in the future, but he was wrong to imagine that the transformation would happen overnight, that people would welcome it with open arms, or that they would want to read a newspaper associated so closely with how things might be, not how they were. Technology had changed people’s daily lives, of course. Thanks to the new household appliances, women were liberated from the backbreaking chores of housework; thanks to the car, they travelled wherever and whenever they wanted; thanks to the television, they were drawn into a truly national popular culture. But most parts of the United Kingdom were as yet unreachable by monorail, and old habits died hard. Although Labour had downplayed the issue of poverty in their election campaign, in most communities class boundaries still seemed as strong as ever, more than ten thousand people were homeless, and as we will see, more than five million were living in poverty.

Even at the peak of Wilson’s enthusiasm for Space Age socialism, a few dissenting voices pointed out the weaknesses of his programme. The Times commented after the ‘white heat’ speech that he had done ‘far more to describe the problems of the future than to show exactly how his broad proposals could be worked’, and that he ‘scarcely did more than sketch the outline of what a Labour government will do for science and technology’.81 Edmund Dell, then a Labour parliamentary candidate, thought that Wilson’s address was ‘a clever patchwork designed to appeal to a wide variety of audiences’ but that there was ‘nothing in the speech by way of detailed substance’.82 The Spectator even questioned whether Wilson’s vision of the future had ‘anything particular to do with the humanitarian socialism’ of Labour Party tradition. After all, the image of ‘a Britain pulsing with dynamic energies where technologists and scientists will be valued at their proper financial worth [was] hardly that of a more just or a more humane society … [but rather] a society of technocratic privilege, high salaries and early coronary thrombosis’.83

Above all, Wilson’s vision was based on an unshakeable optimism about continuing economic growth. Again and again he talked about increasing production and investment without ever explaining how this was to be achieved. Again and again he told audiences that Labour’s spending commitments would be met by greater growth and efficiency, apparently without ever considering that the economy might not immediately expand to order. He talked a great deal about the case for economic planning, but said next to nothing about how this would work in practice. Similarly, he repeatedly told his listeners that better education was the key to greater productivity; but there was no very convincing evidence that this was the case.84 It is not surprising that many historians are so hard on Wilson’s scientific rhetoric: ‘an obscure and clouded vision’, according to Vernon Bogdanor, for whom the label of ‘thirteen wasted years’ might be better applied to a Labour Party that had no new radical ideas, no coherent economic policy and no realistic appreciation of the country’s problems.85

This was hardly Wilson’s fault alone. Almost every other senior Labour figure of the day shared his complacency about the inevitable march of affluence and his faith that Britain would be reborn in the white heat of science and technology.86 ‘There exists at this moment a fantastic wealth of new scientific and technological knowledge, of new techniques and new processes, which if applied to industry would revolutionize Britain overnight,’ wrote the journalist and academic Goronwy Rees. ‘In this sense it is not true to say that Britain’s problems are primarily economic ones; the means already exist by which those problems can be overcome.’87

That these wonderful new techniques might have unanticipated, even counter-productive consequences did not occur to him. Indeed, few people in the autumn of 1964 wondered what would happen if modernisation failed to reverse Britain’s competitive fortunes, if economic growth came to an end, if the dreams of the Space Age, like the launch of the newspaper of tomorrow, turned sour. Either way, they were about to find out.
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