



[image: Cover Image]






Roy Hattersley is a politician turned writer. He was elected to Parliament in 1964 after seven years on Sheffield City Council, and went on to serve in each of Harold Wilson’s governments and in Jim Callaghan’s Cabinet. In 1983 he became deputy leader of the Labour Party. He has written ‘Endpiece’, his Guardian column, every week for sixteen years, and before that he was a columnist for Punch and the Listener. As well as being a regular contributor to newspapers and magazines, he has written fourteen books – including a biography of Nelson, the much-acclaimed Yorkshire Boyhood and Who Goes Home?, and three novels: The Maker’s Mark, In That Quiet Earth and Skylark’s Song.




Also by Roy Hattersley


NON-FICTION


Nelson


Goodbye to Yorkshire


Politics Apart


Endpiece Revisited


Press Gang


A Yorkshire Boyhood


Choose Freedom


Between Ourselves


Who Goes Home?


Buster’s Diaries


FICTION


The Maker’s Mark


In That Quiet Earth


Skylark Song



Copyright

Published by Abacus

ISBN: 978-0-349-14320-0

Copyright © 1997 by Roy Hattersley

The moral right of the author has been asserted.

All rights reserved. 
No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher.

The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.

Abacus

Little, Brown Book Group

Carmelite House

50 Victoria Embankment

London EC4Y 0DZ

www.littlebrown.co.uk

www.hachette.co.uk



CHRONOLOGY OF GENERAL ELECTIONS


[image: image]






	
LABOUR

	GENERAL ELECTION

	CONSERVATIVE






	 

	 

	 






	Labour leader: Clement Attlee

	pre-1945

	Conservative leader: Winston Churchill






	Attlee defeats Churchill; Labour majority 146

	26 July 1945

	 






	Attlee defeats Churchill; Labour majority 5

	23 February 1950

	 






	 

	25 October 1951

	Churchill defeats Attlee; Conservative majority 17






	 

	 

	Churchill resigns 5 April 1955; Anthony Eden PM 6 April 1955






	 

	26 May 1955

	Eden defeats Attlee; Conservative majority 58






	Attlee resigns 7 December 1955; Hugh Gaitskell Labour leader 14 December 1955

	 

	 






	 

	 

	Eden resigns 9 January 1957; Harold Macmillan PM 10 January 1957






	 

	8 October 1959

	Macmillan defeats Gaitskell; Conservative majority 100






	Gaitskell dies 18 January 1963; Harold Wilson Labour leader 14 February 1963

	 

	 






	 

	 

	Macmillan resigns 10 October 1963; Alec Douglas-Home PM 18 October 1963






	Wilson defeats Douglas–Home; Labour majority 4

	15 October 1964

	 






	 

	 

	Douglas-Home resigns 22 July 1965; Edward Heath Conservative leader 27 July 1965






	Wilson defeats Heath; Labour majority 96

	31 March 1966

	 






	 

	18 June 1970

	Heath defeats Wilson; Conservative majority 30






	no clear majority; Wilson forms minority government 5 March 1974

	28 February 1974

	 






	Wilson defeats Heath; Labour majority 3

	10 October 1974

	 






	 

	 

	Heath resigns 4 February 1975; Margaret Thatcher Conservative leader 11 February 1975






	Wilson resigns 16 March 1976; James Callaghan PM 5 April 1976

	 

	 






	 

	3 May 1979

	Thatcher defeats Callaghan; Conservative majority 43






	Callaghan resigns 15 October 1980; Michael Foot Labour leader 10 November 1980

	 

	 






	 

	9 June 1983

	Thatcher defeats Foot; Conservative majority 144






	Foot resigns 12 June 1983; Neil Kinnock Labour leader 2 October 1983

	 

	 






	 

	11 June 1987

	Thatcher defeats Kinnock; Conservative majority 101






	 

	 

	Thatcher resigns 22 November 1990; John Major PM 28 November 1990






	 

	9 April 1992

	Major defeats Kinnock; Conservative majority 21






	
Kinnock resigns 13 April 1992; John Smith Labour leader 18 July 1992


	 

	 






	John Smith dies 12 May 1994; Tony Blair Labour leader 21 July 1994

	 

	 






	Blair defeats Major; Labour majority 179

	1 May 1997

	 






	 

	 

	Major resigns 2 May 1997; William Hague Conservative leader 19 June 1997









1


WINNING THE PEACE


Attlee’s Post-war Britain
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It was Field Marshal Montgomery who best reflected the mood of the nation. On the evening of the German surrender on Lüneburg Heath, he drafted what, with his usual sense of drama, he called ‘My last message to the armies’. Montgomery had no great literary talent, and he later admitted that the brief valediction had been hard to compose. But when it was finished, his eight short paragraphs expressed all the emotions that the British people felt at the news of victory. First was gratitude to our ‘comrades who died in the struggle’. There followed great joy and thankfulness that ‘we have been preserved to see this day’. Relief gave way to pride: ‘In the early days of the war the British Empire stood alone …’ The message ended with the mixture of hope and apprehension that characterised what the country felt about the future: ‘We have won the German war. Let us now win the peace.’ Few people doubted the ferocity of the battles that lay ahead.


Four days later, after victory had been officially declared, King George VI said much the same in a statement which – since it was the work of a committee – failed to reflect the emotions of his people. He recalled ‘the knowledge that everything was at stake; our freedom, our independence, our very existence as a people; but the knowledge that in defending ourselves we were defending the liberty of the whole world …’ The Archbishop of Canterbury’s call for ‘rejoicing without excess’ was generally ignored. Winston Churchill – the hero of the hour and the ‘lion’s roar’, who had inspired the nation with his oratory – broadcast at three o’clock, made a statement in the House of Commons immediately afterwards, spoke from the Ministry of Health balcony in Whitehall and addressed, impromptu, the adoring crowds which mobbed him wherever he went. He orated more successfully than he extemporised. One group was told Britain’s achievements would be remembered ‘wherever the bird of freedom chirps in human hearts’.


Characteristically, the man who was to dominate British politics for the next five years said nothing at all. Clement Attlee was on the west coast of America, at the United Nations’ founding conference. His description of the day makes the moment of triumph sound like an anti-climax: when the news came through that the war against the Nazis was ended, the delegates ‘gathered to celebrate the event in a room at the top of a skyscraper. In San Francisco, the Japanese war was nearer and of greater concern.’


Three months later – largely because of the combination of optimism and anxiety which Montgomery had detected in his soldiers – Clement Attlee became Prime Minister of the United Kingdom. In May, when the praise of a rightly grateful people was ringing in Winston Churchill’s ears, no one had doubted that the British electorate would want the ‘Greatest Living Englishman’ to lead them in peace as he had led them in war. Indeed the Tories in the coalition government were astonished by Labour’s insistence on an early General Election and what they saw as the consequent sacrifice of any claim to credit for the victory over Japan. Attlee himself took the return of a Conservative government for granted. In a rare moment of presumption, he told ‘Jock’ Colville, the Prime Minister’s private secretary, that he hoped to reduce the Tories’ parliamentary majority to double figures.


Even on 5 July, when the votes were cast, commentators – without opinion polls to guide them – assumed that the government would not change. The votes of British soldiers, sailors and airmen in occupied Europe, India and South-east Asia, North Africa and the South Atlantic had to be collected and counted, so it took three weeks for the result to be announced. On 26 July, the day of the declaration, Attlee’s daughter – on her way home from school – was surprised to read on the billboards that Labour had won and her father was destined for Downing Street. The victorious party leader later confessed that when he went to Buckingham Palace to kiss hands, ‘the king pulled my leg a bit … He told me that I looked more surprised than he felt.’ When the last result was declared, Labour had a majority of 146 over all other parties.


It now seems extraordinary that even the Labour Party should attempt to depose the man who had, two days before, led them to an unexpected and historic victory. But, within hours of the 1945 election result being declared, Herbert Morrison began his campaign to unseat Clement Attlee. In 1983, after recording his contribution to the television profile which marked the centenary of Attlee’s birth, George Strauss (almost fifty years in the House of Commons and a Morrison lieutenant from their days together on the London County Council) confessed, in the privacy of the green room, that he had conspired to change leader. ‘If we had been allowed a vote, Attlee would have been defeated. It would have been a terrible mistake, but that is what would have happened.’ Attlee forestalled the coup by accepting the King’s Commission while the plot was still being hatched: ‘If the King asks you to form a government you say “Yes” or “No”, not “I’ll let you know later”!’ He went straight from Buckingham Palace to the victory rally in Westminster Central Hall and told the ecstatic audience that, for the first time in history, there was a Labour majority government in office.


There were many reasons for Labour’s unexpected victory. The contributory causes of the Conservatives’ defeat were both obvious and prosaic. Labour’s leaders – represented before the war as red revolutionaries – had become comfortable household names. Ernest Bevin had been transformed from the aggressive union leader of the General Strike into the much-loved Minister of Labour. Herbert Morrison – before the war, the tyrant of the London County Council – was the Home Secretary who had been photographed in the ruins of every blitzed city in Britain. Attlee himself – excoriated by Tory newspapers during the Spanish Civil War for giving the clenched-fist salute to the republican International Brigade – had become Churchill’s deputy in the victorious coalition. The newspaper which had once denounced him as a Communist stooge spent the war years extolling his virtues as the essential partner in the triumph of a united nation. Labour had played a crucial part in the creation of the coalition in which Churchill replaced the discredited Neville Chamberlain in May 1940. The Conservative campaign broadcast, which claimed that a Labour government would ‘fall back on some form of Gestapo’ only had the effect of making the Tories seem extreme, ridiculous and desperate.


Even the Soviet Union – which, it was once claimed, illustrated the sort of repressive society that Labour wanted to build in Britain – had become admirable, if not benign. The war had cleared the skeletons out of Labour’s closets. But there was more to their victory than the death of pre-war prejudices, more than the radical propaganda of the Army Bureau of Current Affairs and more than the historic Mirror campaign that urged the women at home to ‘vote for them’, in the certainty that ‘they’ (the soldiers, sailors and airmen who had won the war) would vote Labour. Britain voted Labour out of pride and because of hope.


Ever since the creation of something that could be called Great Britain, boys and girls within that nation’s boundaries had been brought up to believe that their country possessed unique virtues. And being English was, in the words of one patriot, ‘to be dealt a winning hand in life’s game of cards’. Nothing that happened during the Second World War changed that perception. At the South Yorkshire Boy Scouts’ service of thanksgiving for victory, the chaplain, introducing the hymn ‘I Vow To Thee My Country’, said that the words were written by an American who was almost good enough to be an Englishman. His error about the verse’s authorship is less important than what his opinion signified about the British psyche. Certainly, the British Establishment had been slow to recognise and respond to the threat posed by Nazi Germany, so the battle for civilisation had begun badly. But the common people – G. K. Chesterton’s men and women ‘who have not spoken yet’ – asserted themselves and won a crushing victory. And by their efforts, they saved the world. Everyone knew that Russia had endured years of slaughter and destruction which had been spared the other Allies, and nobody doubted that without the belated intervention of the USA, the war might never have been won. But if Britain had surrendered after the capitulation of France, there would have been nothing left of Western Europe for Russia and America to save. The explanation of Britain’s greatness had changed, but the claim to greatness had not diminished. Indeed, it had become more plausible since the days when popular songs claimed that ‘we always won’ and school atlases boasted that ‘the sun never sets on the British Empire’. The justifiable certainty that Britain had a special place in history was illustrated by five words in Field Marshal Montgomery’s valedictory message. For a year, ‘The British Empire stood alone.’ The men and women who had saved the world deserved something better than the poverty, ill-health and unemployment that had characterised Britain before the war. The way that the war had been fought and won convinced the British people that there was a way of building a better life for themselves and their children.


It had been a people’s war – a conflict so total that women had been recruited for jobs which had previously been thought only suitable for men, and working men had been promoted to positions which were once the preserve of gentlemen. Clerks had become colonels and discovered that, basically, the officer class was very similar to the ranks. If Waterloo was won on the playing fields of Eton, then Alamein, Monte Cassino and Normandy were victories for the concrete yards of municipal elementary schools. Nostalgia for the imaginary past of noble instincts and elegant manners was generally confined to the novels of Evelyn Waugh. Despite their undoubted literary superiority, Brideshead Revisited and the Sword of Honour trilogy did not capture the national mood in the way that it was caught and, for a year or two, held by the calls for a new beginning that characterised J. B. Priestley’s post-war plays and stories. Both men recorded the passing of an old order. Waugh resented the ascendancy of men in badly-fitting ‘demob suits’. Priestley, in An Inspector Calls, prophesied the destruction of ‘old England’. Millions of men and women – servicemen home from the wars, their wives, their sweethearts and their children – hoped that Priestley’s prediction (made in a play which was more popular in Moscow than in London) would be fulfilled.


The change in attitude between the two world wars was illustrated in the poetry. Certainly, by the time of the slaughter on the Somme, the romanticism of Rupert Brooke had given way to the bitterness of Isaac Rosenberg and Wilfred Owen. But, with the exception of Rosenberg, the First World War poets fought an officer’s war. The conscripts of 1940, however, composed unheroic verse for the ranks. Herbert Read’s Lessons of War included ‘Unarmed Combat’, ‘learned not in the hope of winning but rather of keeping something alive’. The mood was best illustrated by the four lines of the John Pudney poem which were made famous by The Way to the Stars – a film which for all its patriotic sentimentality came to the conclusion:






Better by far


For Johnny-the-bright-star,


To keep your head,


And see his children fed.








The working men and women who had won the war knew that in order to ‘win the peace’, in Montgomery’s phrase, radical changes had to be made in the way the old country was run. The Labour Party looked like the engine of change for more reasons than its innocence of all responsibility for the failures and frustrations of the 1930s. In 1945, there was a real belief that the war had been won on the principles which inspired Clement Attlee and his party.


On the eve of the 1945 General Election, A. V. Alexander – First Lord of the Admiralty in the wartime coalition – told a startled Sheffield public meeting that Britain’s battle for survival had been fought ‘according to the example of the two wise donkeys’. The donkeys in question were the heroes of a co-operative cartoon. Tied together by a six-foot stretch of rope, they realised that if they pulled against each other they would not reach either of the bales of hay which the thoughtless and brutal farmer had left ten feet apart. But when they moved together, in the same direction, they could share each feast in turn. All over Britain, more sophisticated versions of the same theory were being advanced as the prescription for ‘winning the peace’. The comparison with the humble donkey underestimated the British working classes’ self-esteem. But in 1945, they certainly did not identify with the farmer who already owned the hay. The middle classes consisted of professionals at the top of that social stratum and commercial travellers (despised by the solicitors and doctors) at the bottom. In between, there were relatively few industrial and commercial managers, hardly any technicians, and no technologists. Even comparatively prosperous families still rented their houses, found doctors’ bills hard to pay and feared the poverty which came with old age. Socialism – at least the benign form which was implemented by the Labour government – had direct benefits to offer a country which had yet to develop either a dominant middle class or middle-class prejudices.


When the country had been in mortal danger, the British Establishment had abandoned the shibboleths they had once pretended were the only prescription for prosperity. The hidden hand of competition had been replaced by ministerial direction. Faced with special demands for vital war materials, or chronic shortages of vital supplies, the government had simply stepped in and taken over. If it had been sensible to plan the production of aircraft and munitions, why was it foolish to do the same with coal, gas and electricity, the essential weapons in the battle for greater output? The wartime coalition would not have contemplated leaving the development of the jet engine or the production of radar to private industry. Why, the argument ran, do we leave the profit motive to dominate the extension of new techniques and technologies which are essential to our peacetime success?


Above all, there was the question of unemployment. Conscription, and the direction of labour, had ensured that the war produced at least one benefit. Everybody had a job. Few people wanted the old regime of rigid regulation to continue, and there was immediate agitation for early demobilisation. But men and women with memories of 1918 were fearful of a swift return to the old free market in labour. They believed that the most likely result of that freedom would, for many ex-servicemen, be the liberty to sign on the dole. There was something very near to a consensus that the economic dangers which lay ahead would only be overcome by a new view of economic management – or at least an attitude which, although not original, had been unacceptable to pre-war governments. Labour’s great attraction was its determination to implement economic policies which, thanks to the war, had changed from the minority preoccupation of Fabian intellectuals and street-corner orators into what was generally regarded as the obvious way ahead.


The Labour government of 1945 was reinforced in its enthusiasm for a new start by what reforming politicians always need to give them confidence – an intellectual justification for the policies to which they were emotionally committed. In 1936, John Maynard Keynes had published his General Theory of Employment, Interest and Money. His prescription for full employment seemed – indeed, in the days of generally self-contained national economics, was – undeniably effective. All that was needed was a government which was prepared to accept the role of job creation. In 1942, Sir William Beveridge had published his Report on Social Insurance and Allied Services. It was both a product of the spirit of community which, by then, the war had begun to engender, and confirmation of the belief that nothing was impossible for a united nation. Between them the two texts became the social manuals of the age. Both pointed to the same political moral: improvement depended on active government.


The way ahead was certain to be hard. The failing economy of prewar Britain had been devastated in the pursuit of victory. The once-greatest maritime nation in the world – hugely dependent on its invisible earnings – had lost 18 million tons of shipping, and many of the losses had not been replaced. In 1939, Britain and its colonies had owned 21.1 million tons; by 1945, the merchant fleet had shrunk to 15.9 million tons. Domestic capital had been depleted even more quickly. Over 210,000 houses had been destroyed by enemy action and 250,000 more made uninhabitable. Altogether four million homes – one-third of the total stock – had been destroyed, damaged or (because of no more than time’s wear and tear) needed urgent repairs which had been postponed, in the phrase of the time, ‘for the duration’. External assets, to the value of £1,000 million, had been sold to finance the war effort and, as a result, external liabilities had risen by £3,000 million. Most dangerous of all, potentially, consumption had been reduced by something between a fifth and a quarter. Personal living standards were lower in 1945 than they had been in 1939. The spirit of sacrifice and the belief that ‘we can take it’ had survived the victory over Nazi Germany. But little boys who longed for a banana and mothers who had grown tired of sacrificing their sweet rations to sons, believed that when the troops came home they would bring the end of austerity with them. The new government had to decide how long the mood of willing sacrifice would survive the war and the pressures of the pent-up demand which six years of siege economy had created.


The price which had been paid for victory – loss of the invisible earnings which had sustained Britain for so long, and the destruction of so much national capital – made the achievement of Labour’s economic aims doubly difficult. The aims were modest. The preservation of wartime full employment was a moral imperative that the whole nation took for granted. The achievement of a balance of payments surplus on current account was a less emotionally charged, but no less urgent, objective. And the replacement of physical assets lost during the war was essential if the fourth aspiration – the restoration of living standards to their pre-war level – was to be achieved. Unfortunately, in the short term, the aims conflicted with each other. Concentrating resources on investment in plant and machinery, hospitals, houses and schools meant that consumption had to be held back. Rationing – which some optimists had assumed would end on the day of victory – had to be continued and, as it turned out, extended and intensified. But at least it was possible to draw a rough map of the road to recovery – assuming that there were no unexpected catastrophes along the way to victory over Japan. On 21 August, seven days after VJ Day, the unexpected catastrophe occurred. The British economy was the victim of what in more modern times has come to be called ‘friendly fire’.


On 21 August 1945, Lee Crowley, head of the United States Foreign Assistance Administration, told President Harry S. Truman that Lend-Lease – America’s financial help to her ally – was no longer legal. Congress had voted to finance economic aid to America’s allies until the war was over, and it had been over for a week. Truman signed the order to cancel the programme without hesitation, discussion or consultation. Knowing that Lend-Lease could not last for ever, John Maynard Keynes was discussing, in an Anglo-American working party, what should take its place. American envoys in London, considering the economic rehabilitation of Europe, were told by the Foreign Office of their President’s decision. Their deliberations were interrupted with the news that it was too late to negotiate a gradual run-down. Lend-Lease was over.


For Britain the consequences were potentially disastrous, and the damage was not purely economic. Lend-Lease had been an acceptable form of help – the debt that the British nation was owed for its special contribution to the war. When it came to a sudden end, a choice had to be made between two equally unpalatable alternatives. The government could have rejected all foreign aid and asked the people to accept a further fall in their already diminished standard of living, or it could have accepted charity from its more prosperous ally in the knowledge that American help was no longer a contribution to the war effort but alms for a poor relation. The decision to accept United States largesse intensified the psychological condition which was to prejudice British international policy for the next fifty years. Britain had come down in the world, and the injustice of the reduced status festered. The absolute belief in British superiority was unshakable. But there was a persistent fear that – since that special status was less visible than it had been during the reign of Victoria – there was no longer a universal recognition of how great that superiority was. Britain became a national version of Oscar Wilde’s ingrate – incapable of forgiving those to whom it owed a debt of gratitude.


There was no choice but to accept American charity. The immediate loss of Lend-Lease was the equivalent of a sudden £2,000 million reduction in Britain’s annual purchasing power – a near mortal blow to a damaged economy which was already having to balance the rival demands of investment and consumption. There were, however, ways of softening the impact. It was possible to reduce the gold and dollar reserves, and the rest of the Sterling Area (the countries of the Commonwealth and Empire who held their reserves in London) had the strongest possible vested interest in a healthy pound and could be relied on to underwrite a loan. But the Treasury estimated that, even when all the help was gathered in, another £1,000 million would still have to be found if Britain was to finance any sort of recovery programme. Truman – bitterly regretful that he had ‘signed without asking’ – was prepared to ask Congress to authorise a loan. Attlee had no choice. Keynes negotiated its terms in Washington during the autumn of 1945.


By the time the deal was done, the war against Japan was won and the peace was complete. An atomic bomb had been dropped on Hiroshima on 6 August 1945. Three days later a second bomb was dropped on Nagasaki. Mr Attlee made a brief announcement on the midnight news. The bomb had been an essentially American innovation, and Britain had been no more than notified of the intention to devastate the two Japanese cities. The morality of President Truman’s decision has become one of history’s great arguments. Critics claim that it was done for no better reason than to prevent the Soviet Union from enjoying a part in the certain victory, while the President insisted that more lives would have been lost in months of savage conventional warfare. One thing is, however, certain – the development and use of an atomic bomb changed the world. Once nuclear weapons began to proliferate – proving wrong the arrogant assertion that only American technology could split the atom – foreign policy was never the same again. A new terror, and a new symbol of international status, had to be accommodated within conventional diplomacy. And the economies of East and West had to finance both innovations.


The American loan was, by many standards, a generous deal. A $3,750 million credit was to be repaid over fifty years at an annual rate of interest of 2 per cent – a comparatively modest figure even in the age of cheap money. All outstanding Lend-Lease debts were cancelled, and an extra $650 million was provided to pay for aid in transit since or promised on VJ Day. There was even a waiver which allowed Britain to default on interest payments in years when they were greater than the UK’s earnings in foreign exchange. But there was a price to be paid. The pound had to become fully convertible with the dollar within a year of the loan agreement being signed. For good or ill Britain was becoming – if not part of America’s economic empire – a semi-autonomous dominion.


There was no alternative to accepting the loan other than to ask a war-weary nation to continue the years of unremitting, and perhaps deepening, austerity, and the British people might well have regarded that request as intolerable. Between 1939 and 1945, post-tax savings had risen from 5 per cent to 25 per cent of disposable income, and the people believed that the time had come to spend their money. Demand, which had willingly been held back when the Germans were in Calais, could not be restrained indefinitely. Attempting to depress it even further by exhortation and regulation was, in 1945, regarded as too great a risk. In any case, the Labour government had a duty to maintain, and if possible improve, living standards. The nation which had stood alone had suffered enough.


Enlightened opinion was firmly in favour of convertibility. It was a step towards the integration of the Sterling Area and the dollar bloc. Sooner or later, Britain would have to emerge from the collapsing cocoon of the Commonwealth and Empire. But – as the British government was to discover time after time during the next fifty years – the chance to change gear and status rarely comes at the right time. Long-term benefits have to be reconciled with short-term penalties. Keynes, echoing St Augustine, advised convertibility – but not yet.


Britain had edged towards an integration of the dollar and the pound since the early years of the war. In 1941, the Atlantic Charter had promised ‘equal access, on equal terms, to trade raw materials’. The Bretton Woods agreement of 1944 had included (among its plans for a New World Economic Order) the promise of a reduction of tariffs and an integration of currencies. But it was more politics than precedents that made convertibility irresistible. Truman was convinced that only the promise of a liberalisation of trade would persuade Congress to endorse a massive loan to a government which – at least according to the Wall Street Journal – was determined to abolish private enterprise. Attlee, as was his habit, did his best in the circumstances. When he visited Washington in November 1945, he addressed a joint session of Congress, and his speech there included a child’s guide to democratic socialism:






I think that some people over here imagine that the socialists are out to destroy freedom, freedom for the individual, freedom of speech, freedom of religion and freedom of the press. They are wrong … We in the Labour Party declare that we are in line with those who fought for Magna Carta and habeas corpus, with the Pilgrim Fathers and with the signatories of the Declaration of Independence. There is, and always will be, scope for enterprise; but when big business gets too powerful, so it becomes monopolistic, we hold it not safe to leave it in private hands.








It was the sort of apologia pro vita sua that mendicant Prime Ministers have to make and, as such things go, it was a remarkably dignified plea for understanding and $3,750 million. The loan was agreed with the proviso that Britain accepted the obligation to implement all the clauses of the Bretton Woods accords – including the creation of the World Bank and the International Monetary Fund. Keynes judged that the eventual outcome would be a new era of international economic stability. The loan became effective on 15 July 1946 on the understanding that the pound and the dollar would be convertible one year later. Hugh Dalton, the Chancellor of the Exchequer, was certain that he would not have to invoke the postponement clause, for ‘the pound could look the dollar in the face’.


Dalton’s mindless optimism undoubtedly appealed to the British people, who wanted to believe that Britain could soon recover its economic independence. The enthusiasm for a change in domestic policy was overwhelming. But when Britain looked at the rest of the world there was a natural, though disastrous, inclination to re-live the glories of the past rather than face the dangers of an uncertain future. Nobody could reasonably expect the first post-war government to redefine Britain’s international role immediately. The extraordinary fact is that there was no lonely prophet preaching the importance of accepting the status of a medium-sized power which could no longer, either militarily or economically, go it alone.


Despite the predictable howls of rage from the extreme left wing of the Labour Party, when the House of Commons debated the American loan, the Tory Opposition seemed far more divided than the government. Churchill, to the fury of the Tory die-hards (who could never be reconciled to the end of the tariff on ‘foreign’ food euphemistically called Commonwealth Preference), advised his supporters to abstain. They split three ways – eight voted for, seventy-one against and one hundred and eighteen sat on their hands, as their leader had recommended. Robert Boothby announced: ‘We have sold the empire for a packet of cigarettes.’ But his flamboyant patriotism was more of an embarrassment to Winston Churchill (his old mentor) than it was to his natural adversary, Clement Attlee. Labour was lucky that, at a moment of unavoidable vulnerability, it faced a Tory party in total disarray.


There are many different explanations of why the Tory party performed so badly during the autumn and winter of 1945. But much of the blame undoubtedly lies with Churchill himself who, despite urging new Tory MPs ‘never to give the enemy any respite’, was not suited either by temperament or experience to sustain a continuous assault on a government which, after its first year in office, was able to boast that it had introduced seventy-three Bills and that fifty-three of them were already law. He attended the House only spasmodically, held irregular Shadow Cabinet meetings over lunch at The Savoy, and intervened in debates without warning his colleagues who had been nominated to speak for the Opposition or bothering about whether what he said was consistent with what passed for Tory policy. Not that much policy existed – a normal problem for the Tories when they are suddenly and unexpectedly ejected from office. But Churchill had to deal with a unique political liability. The Labour Party, for the first time in its history, reflected popular opinion.


The welfare programme, which – together with Indian independence and freedom for Pakistan – marked out the Attlee government as the great reforming administration of the twentieth century, was part of a trend towards comprehensive social security which had begun almost fifty years earlier. Destitute children had received free school meals since 1906. Trade boards had been established to fix minimum wage levels in ‘sweated’ industries as early as 1908. ‘Old-age pensions’ dated back to 1909, and the 1911 National Insurance Act introduced the notion of contributory payments which financed unemployment benefit ‘as of right’ and provided medical care for workers ‘on the panel’. The Family Allowance Act (implemented by Labour at the rate of twenty-five pence for the second and every subsequent child) was the product of legislation introduced while the wartime coalition was in office. The Beveridge Report – on which the plans for post-war social security had been based and built – was written in anticipation of Allied victory over the Axis powers, not the Labour triumph which followed the defeat of Nazi Germany. Labour’s two great welfare Bills were the climax, though not the culmination, of a process that had begun shortly after the party had been founded.


The National Insurance Act of 1946 – pensions as well as sickness and unemployment benefit – made social security genuinely comprehensive. And the National Assistance Act (passed two years later) offered help to those families which, for one reason or another, were not adequately protected by national insurance. They were both historic contributions to the creation of a civilised society. And the decision to make payment in full from the day that the scheme came into force – rather than phasing-in the benefits, as Beveridge himself had recommended – confirmed Attlee’s willingness to decide his own priorities and, when he believed the risk to be justified, give precedence to conscience and compassion over financial probity. But they were not the product of sudden original thinking – one of the ‘big ideas’ so much admired and so often demanded by fashionable commentators in the 1980s. Labour was finishing a task which had begun – tentatively and haphazardly – many years before 1945.


The same was true of medical care. The wartime coalition’s White Paper had promised a health service which ensured that ‘every man, woman and child can rely on getting the advice and treatment they need’, irrespective of the ability to pay. That promise was made good by Aneurin Bevan. And it is highly unlikely that, in the economic circumstances of the mid-1940s, a Tory government would have done the same. But the idea – whether or not it had been implemented in 1948 – was not new. It can be plausibly argued that Bevan’s character was crucial to Labour’s success. He charmed some of the doubting doctors and he intimidated the rest. But the British Medical Association recalcitrants knew that their militant members were not just in conflict with the Minister of Health. They were standing out against history. Even before the 1945 General Election, the idea of ‘free’ medical care had grown in popularity to a point at which it was irresistible. Within a couple of years of its creation, the National Health Service had achieved the special position in the national imagination that provokes myths and encourages fantasies. Opponents of socialised medicine told stories of bogus patients stuffing cushions with free cotton wool obtained on prescription. More dangerously, supporters prophesied with sublime certainty that, as the population grew more healthy, the cost of the NHS would fall. Within weeks of its creation, the Health Service was second only to the royal family as Britain’s most popular institution.


Churchill approached that truth – in a grudging, biased and typically partisan fashion – when he told a Tory women’s conference in April 1948 that ‘all these schemes were devised and set in motion in the days before the socialists came into office’. It was a grotesque exaggeration. For, as every politician knows, there is an immense difference between floating a popular idea and, by implementing it, accepting the costs and consequences. But the claim to have been the only true begetter of the welfare state was an admission of how popular the government’s programme had become. Socialism, in its modest Labour Party pattern, seemed tailor-made to suit the British taste. And the approval extended far beyond the social programme – there was genuine support for Labour’s economic prescription as well.


The Labour government which led Britain into the perilous peace was reformist, not revolutionary. Its leader, although in domestic affairs a genuine radical, took a wholly pragmatic view about the best way to build a better society. Believing that Labour was ‘the one party most nearly that reflects in its representation and composition all the main streams that flow through the great rivers of our national life’, he took it for granted that his view on economic management reflected the innate common sense of a practical people: ‘Private interest and public interest should be mingled in our planning. We are not suggesting that the profit motive should not happen at all. On the contrary, we have two great sectors of industry. One sector is nationalised and the other is in private hands.’ It was a view of economic management which owed very little to ideology, and it represented a judgement about the proper balance of ownership towards which Britain had been edging since the turn of the century.


At the 1944 Labour party conference, the National Executive – with the smell of an election already in its nostrils – had proposed no more public ownership than the nationalisation of the Bank of England. But the rank and file had felt differently. An amendment, moved by Ian Mikardo, who was to be a thorn in the leadership’s flesh for the next forty years, was carried by an overwhelming majority. It ensured that, when the manifesto was written, coal, gas, electricity, civil aviation, the railways and steel would all be added to the list. Herbert Morrison – who is now regarded as the principal advocate of the ‘state corporation’ – told Mikardo that he had ‘just lost us the General Election’. Presumably, Morrison feared that Clause IV of the Labour Party’s constitution (‘To secure for the workers by hand or by brain the full fruits of their industry and the most equitable distribution thereof that may be possible on the basis of the common ownership of the means of production, distribution and exchange …’) was too dogmatic for the voters’ taste. The founder of the London Passenger Transport Board had forgotten that Britain was already on a slow march to a mixed economy.


In 1919, the Sankey Commission (chaired by a High Court Judge of Conservative inclination) had produced four reports on the future of the coal industry. The one which Lord Sankey himself had signed recommended nationalisation. The 1921 Railway Act amalgamated 120 railway companies into four regional enterprises, and the new corporations were effectively subsidised by rate reductions. The Chancellor of the Exchequer (one Winston Churchill) required them to pass on their subsidy to coal and steel producers by way of reduced freight tariffs. The Heyworth Committee (over which the chairman of Unilever presided) recommended public ownership for gas, and the Scott Report (delivered to the coalition government) proposed nationalisation of electricity. It was more than the size of Labour’s majority that carried the nationalisation legislation through the House of Commons – in the case of the Bank of England Bill, without the Tories even voting against the Second Reading and Robert Boothby (the scourge of the American loan) actually voting in favour. Had the Tories fought a sustained rearguard action against the advance of the mixed economy, they would have alienated thousands of the voters who, although they remained loyal to the Conservative party even in Labour’s landslide victory of 1945, had been seduced by the ideas for which Labour stood. Obvious though the Conservative dilemma was, it was not recognised by many of the knights of the shires who sat on the opposition back-benches.


In November 1945, complaints from the 1922 Committee of Tory back-benchers provoked Churchill into reluctant yet precipitous action. The Tories announced that they would move a motion of ‘No Confidence’ in the government. When it was debated on 5 December, Attlee treated Churchill like an ignorant and argumentative schoolboy. Even Labour MPs were astounded by the spectacle of the great wartime leader being not so much beaten as thrashed in debate by the man whom he had described as ‘modest, and with a lot to be modest about’. Churchill had nothing constructive to say. Although he understood that time had passed his policies by, he was not personally equipped to invent new ways of taking his party back into the political mainstream. His most radical suggestion was a change of name – always the last refuge of beleaguered party leaders. Conservative, he feared, sounded too like a commitment to re-create a dead and discredited past. Unfortunately ‘Unionist’, the alternative which he believed emphasised a belief in one nation, had already been appropriated by Ulstermen who wanted to preserve the link between Great Britain and Northern Ireland. So the idea was abandoned. Had it been adopted, it might have helped the ageing giant to remember which party he led and avoided the lapse of memory which caused him to declare, ‘Socialists attack capital, Liberals attack monopoly.’ Fortunately for the Tories, there were also more constructive suggestions of ways by which the party could ease to the left. At moments of crisis, the Conservative instinct is always to steal its opponents’ policies. The problem was how to do it without the more bone-headed members of the 1922 Committee complaining that their party was drifting to the left. The Tories needed a man who was clever, subtle and piously devious.


Cometh the hour, cometh R. A. Butler. The man whom Churchill had despised during the war for wanting to be Minister of Education was invited to reinvigorate the moribund Conservative Research Department. Among the men he recruited – partly to work on new policies and partly to form a Shadow Cabinet secretariat – were three future Cabinet ministers, Iain Macleod, Reginald Maudling and Enoch Powell. ‘Rab’ Butler’s aim of bringing the Tory party ‘to terms with the mixed economy’ was further assisted by his appointment as chairman of the Industrial Policy Committee. The inclusion among its members of both genuine Tory grandees and Harold Macmillan, the unrepentant author of The Middle Way – the restatement of ‘one-nation’ Conservatism which some of his colleagues regarded as blatant socialism – proved less of a handicap to progress than the modernisers feared. The main problem was Churchill’s own injunction that ‘no detailed policies are to be published’ – a prohibition that made a Somerville undergraduate (by the name of Margaret Roberts) complain that ‘at the moment, Conservative means no more than antisocialist’. Thirty years before she became Prime Minister, Margaret Thatcher was a conviction politician.


In May 1947, her hope of a ‘clear and unified statement of policy’ was at least partially gratified. Butler published the party’s Industrial Charter. With the exception of steel and road haulage (the two profit-making industries in Labour’s public ownership programme), it accepted the government’s nationalisation plans as necessary to the national interest. When the young Reggie Maudling was asked to provide five lines on the Charter for the leader’s conference speech, the draft which he prepared was examined by the great man in sullen silence. Then, looking over his glasses, Churchill announced, ‘But I don’t agree with a word of it.’ Notwithstanding his reservations, he included in his address the endorsement of Butler’s conversion to public ownership. Maudling noticed that he read the passage with an obvious lack of conviction. But he read it. So for the next three years, Conservative attacks on the Labour government were almost always concerned with the performance of men rather than the propriety of measures. Afraid to attack the Labour government’s ideas, Churchill chose to question the competence with which they were carried out. Fate provided him with three perfect opportunities to claim that socialists were, by nature, unfit to govern.


Britain, proudly bearing the burden of both imperial and occupying power, was responsible for the supply of grain to India and Germany. In the spring of 1946, German stocks of wheat were within fourteen days of running out, and India was at the edge of widespread famine. Sir Ben Smith, Labour’s Minister of Food, resigned – officially because of age and overwork. But it was widely known that he believed that bread rationing in Britain was necessary to prevent ‘widespread disaffection and discontent and possibly, in some places, bread riots’. He was also offended by the Cabinet’s decision that Herbert Morrison should be the government’s emissary to Washington and negotiate, ‘at Prime Minister level’, for more American grain.


Opponents of bread rationing within the Cabinet – notably Morrison himself and Ernest Bevin, who believed that he understood the psychology of the British working man – argued that rationing was probably unnecessary and certainly politically disastrous. Almost two years after the end of the war, Britain was so short of food that Sir William Early, a senior Treasury official, had offered to barter the British-owned Argentine railways in return for beef. Bananas had become such a national joke that sightings were reported in national newspapers and exotically-named tinned fish had become a much sought-after staple food. Bread rationing seemed likely to be the last straw.


Certainly there were a number of uncharacteristically charitable men and women who were positively anxious to make a further sacrifice. Victor Gollancz – speaking with the special authority of a Jew – founded the ‘Save Europe Now’ movement and told a packed meeting at the Albert Hall that the German people could not be left to starve. Sixty thousand supporters of Gollancz’s initiative volunteered to accept a cut in their war rations so that more food parcels could be sent to the defeated enemy. But they were not typical. Morrison believed that the Washington negotiations were crucial to the government’s future.


The Americans agreed to send grain to India and accepted that the supplies which they sent to Germany should be available, according to greatest need, in both the US and British zones. But the United Kingdom had a price to pay. A 200,000-ton shipment of wheat scheduled for September would be cancelled. The crisis had been postponed, but bread rationing had become inevitable. On 27 June 1946, John Strachey, the new Minister for Food, announced that a month later all adults – with the exception of some manual workers – would receive nine ounces of bread a week. At the Bexley by-election a month later, the Conservative candidate, Colonel Lockwood, cut the Labour majority from almost 11,000 to barely 2,000.


Naturally the Conservatives blamed the need for bread rationing on ‘socialist ineptitude’. But the damage to the government’s reputation would have been minimal had it not been for a second crisis, which began as an Act of God and was prolonged by an act of folly. Emmanuel Shinwell, the Minister of Fuel and Power, had been warned that the gap between the demand and supply of coal might grow to two or even three million tons. Instead of pressing the pits to increase output, he gambled on a mild winter.


In the last week of January 1947, blizzards followed by eight days and nights of continuous frost marked the beginning of the worst spell of weather since 1881. Coal supplies ran out. The crisis could not have come at a worse political moment. On the first day of the year, crowds had stood outside pit yards all over England to watch the unfurling of the flags which marked ‘vesting day’. Notices, fastened to the gates, proclaimed: ‘This colliery is managed on behalf of the people, by the National Coal Board.’ Nationalisation, which had only come into force a couple of weeks before the big freeze, took the blame for the closed factories and cold homes.


The House of Commons debated the fuel crisis on 5 February. Shinwell, instructed by Attlee to abandon his usual vacuous optimism and tell the country the hard facts, set out emergency measures which echoed round Parliament and the country ‘like a thunderclap’. Some power stations would close so that available coal supplies could be concentrated on others. ‘Control orders’ rationed the supply of domestic electricity to limited hours each day. As an immediate result, two million workers were laid off. Within a fortnight, unemployment had risen to 2.5 million. Then the weather improved, coal was mined and moved and, five weeks after the February debate, unemployment was down to three-quarters of a million. But the political damage had been done. The most damaging slogan was ‘Starve with Strachey and Freeze with Shinwell’. When the Minister of Fuel and Power became Secretary of State for War, the Daily Express offered a note of hope: ‘If he maintains his record, we won’t have any war, either.’


The brief shortages of bread and coal might well have been forgotten had they not been followed by a more lasting crisis which, being inevitable, the government should have anticipated. The pound and the dollar had been edging towards convertibility throughout the early months of 1947. Indeed the movement had been so swift and so smooth that Hugh Dalton, the Chancellor of the Exchequer, saw no reason to invoke the clause in the agreement which allowed the free market in pounds and dollars to be postponed. But the drain on sterling could not be sustained indefinitely. With the reserves running low and getting perilously near to running out, Dalton resisted calls to suspend convertibility on the principle that government intervention would do immense long-term harm to confidence. On 6 August, a Transitional Powers Bill prepared the way for improved long-term economic performance (Labour governments always hope to expand the economy out of trouble). The pits were to work longer hours. Steel production was to be expanded. Unessential imports were prohibited. Demobilisation was accelerated so that 80,000 ex-servicemen joined the overstretched labour market. But it was not enough. On 20 August, convertibility was suspended.


The sequence of three ‘crises’ at roughly six-month intervals – bread, coal and sterling – was certainly damaging to the government’s reputation. And although Churchill continued to mount his assault on Labour’s competence rather than the concept of common responsibility and collective action, some of the blame rubbed off on to the ideas of planning and partnership. As always, the opponents of planning and partnership blurred the distinction between the conflicting definitions of socialism. But Labour’s attacks on Russian foreign policy were themselves so strident that the intellectual assaults on Soviet Communism – Arthur Koestler’s The Yogi and the Commissar, Victor Kravchenko’s I Chose Freedom and George Orwell’s Animal Farm – did little or nothing to harm the still good name of social democracy. And Churchill’s reaction to Friedrich von Hayek and The Road to Serfdom was that although the author was ‘a clever chap’ it ‘couldn’t happen here’. However, the fuel crisis did either provoke or coincide with the first great assaults on the ‘new politics’ of the Labour government – John Jewkes’s Ordeal by Planning was a frontal attack on the notion of the regulated economy; Roy Harrod’s Are These Hardships Necessary? appealed to those men and women who had grown impatient with sacrifice. The rush to publish marked the end of the ideological truce. The case for collectivism was still accepted by the vast majority of the British people, but the annoyance caused by three brief emergencies – critics of the government called them ‘crises’ – made it possible for a brave minority to dispute an idea which, since the end of the war, had been beyond question.


The government, untroubled by such doubts, continued to advocate the merits of co-operation and consensus. ‘What we require,’ said Attlee, ‘are not plans conceived by a government in isolation, implemented by compulsion, but plans worked out in consultation with both sides of industry and willingly carried out under the general guidance of the government.’ It was the beginning of what came to be called ‘democratic planning’ – the process by which government cooperates with industry in defining economic aims and working towards their achievement. Although the three crises had tarnished the government’s sparkling reputation, the idea of collective, indeed corporate, action was strong enough to survive the temporary unpopularity of the ministers who proposed it. Sir Clive Baillieu, the President of the Federation of British Industry, was explicit about the need for co-operation: ‘We want a broad measure of agreement’ between all the parties to economic recovery.


Over the next four years, the government created the institutions through which that broad agreement might be achieved. Fifteen joint working parties were set up to examine the performance of individual industries. Anglo-American Productivity Councils compared efficiency on the two sides of the Atlantic. A National Production Advisory Council was created. Regional Boards for Industry and Development Councils were founded. They were the institutions of co-operation, the bureaucratic manifestations of the mixed economy. In one form or another – NEDYs and NEDOs, Three Wise Men, Guiding Lights and NEDCs – they continued for forty years and, while they remained, the idea of economic consensus prospered.


The idea that working together was the secret of success seemed, in the years which followed the war, too obviously true to be a matter of political controversy. The spirit – not to say the economic and social organisation – of the age conspired to confirm that collective effort and action was the national pattern of life. Mutual endeavour seemed less the pattern of the good life than the normal instinct of the human race. After the war, men and women worked together not because of a pious belief that they were all ‘members one of another’ but because – as even the trivia of their daily lives confirmed – homo sapiens is a gregarious species.


Fifty years earlier, the grandparents of the men who came home from the Second World War had made their entertainment at home. Forty years later, the grandchildren of the women who kept the home fires burning enjoyed themselves by sitting in front of flickering television screens. But in the ten years which followed the war, pleasure was a collective activity. Families queued outside cinemas and then sat in row on row in circle and stalls. Football grounds were filled with spectators who stood, shoulder to shoulder and well behaved, in the rain. Holiday camps were the summer rage. Campers ate together in huge dining-rooms, danced together in the evenings and left their children in the nurseries and crèches so that they could enjoy all the fun of a giant party. The collective pleasures – and the collective spirit which they encouraged – were essentially part of working-class life. In the late 1940s British society was neither equal nor mobile. Both home life and work encouraged the belief in pulling together. The cult of individualism – like the political domination of the middle classes – was still a quarter of a century away.


At work, women – ‘emancipated’ by the war – sat in front of great conveyer belts and picked bad peas from the crop that rolled its way into the canning plants, or wrapped copper wire round the armatures which would become the hearts of starter-motors. The men who came home from the battlefields worked in factories, collieries and shipyards, often earning bonuses which were dependent on the performance of a whole department or shift and, as trade unionists bound by collective agreements, almost always negotiating their pay as a group rather than as individuals. It was the age of solidarity. Working together was not so much the essential recipe for success as the obvious way to behave.


Economically, the three crises of 1947 had widely different effects. The bread shortage did not even have a passing influence on national prosperity. The fuel crisis – which seemed at the time to be a major industrial disaster – almost turned out to be as beneficial to the economy as it was damaging to the government. Shortage of power grievously reduced industrial output during that spring, and the effects of the slow-down were felt well into the summer. But once the generators were working again, the spirit of the time (which included years of pent-up demand) ensured that massive efforts were made to recover the lost production. Industrial output showed what economists called an ‘exaggerated increase’ in 1948, and the boost given by that sudden stimulus helped to prime the pump for the great post-war up-swing in production which, looking back, we now know began in the summer of 1947.


It did not seem so at the time. In the summer of 1947, foreign bankers, anticipating devaluation, began to sell sterling. Britain’s gold and dollar reserves withstood the pressure without much difficulty. It was the earliest example of the price that Britain had to pay for overvaluing the pound on the international market. And therein lies the tragedy of the hot summer in which Denis Compton scored 3,816 runs. Neither party learned the lesson that a country of Britain’s size cannot isolate itself from the rest of the world. Until the revolution in information technology made exchange control literally impossible, it was within the government’s power to influence the exchange rate and protect the reserves. But that show of independence carried with it enormous penalties. Keeping the pound strong and free involved the constant depression of the economy. Britain should have found that out three years after the war ended, but it was almost impossible to accept the idea that we must play a permanently subservient role to countries with stronger currencies. Accepting a few years’ help as recompense for our good war was just about politically acceptable. Abandoning sterling’s special place in the world economy was not.


Despite the national desire to preserve Britain’s world role, in 1945 the British people were at least prepared to lose the jewel in the imperial crown. It may be that they were weary of the trouble and apparent expense involved in retaining that restless outpost of Empire. It is even possible that in that radical hour, they believed it right that a whole sub-continent should decide its own destiny. Whatever the reason, the end of the Raj was accepted with hardly a dissenting voice. Not even Winston Churchill – the great India rebel of the 1930s – voted against the proposition. It was a tactical triumph for the Labour government, which completed the move to independence at such a speed that the deed was done before the national mood changed. Its long-term historical significance was as important for Britain as it was for India and Pakistan. A nation, obsessed with its glorious past, began to look realistically towards its uncertain future. The processes by which independence was agreed and granted illustrated the Labour government’s determination, in at least this one international particular, to move with the times.


For most of the war, the coalition government had thought of India in purely strategic terms. The Japanese, marching westward, had captured Burma and, for a time, it was feared that they would strike towards Assam. Although thousands of Indians, most of them Sikhs and Muslims, fought with the British Army, the predominantly Hindu Congress Party had called for a total boycott of the war effort, and Mahatma Gandhi – dismissed by Winston Churchill as a ‘half-naked fakir’ – had traded insult for insult by describing the offer of future independence in return for military co-operation as ‘a postdated cheque to be drawn on a failing bank’. In August 1942, the Congress leaders were interned – with the full support of Clement Attlee, who believed them to be ‘in a state of treason against the Crown’. However, the Labour leader never flinched from the long-held conviction that India must be free. In the House of Commons in October 1942, he summed up the dilemma of self-government in two typically succinct and characteristically sardonic sentences: ‘Running through all political life in India there is a desire for self-government with which we all sympathise. The trouble is, they do not all desire to be governed by the same people.’


When the Japanese threat to India abated, Whitehall and Westminster lost, or at least temporarily mislaid, their interest in the sub-continent. Field Marshal Sir Archibald Wavell – the hero of the first North African campaign who had been kicked upstairs into the Viceroy’s palace – began first to fret and then to agitate. In early 1945, the Congress leaders were released from gaol to allow the creation of a constitutional conference. Five weeks before the British General Election, twenty-one delegates met in Simla with authority to examine ways of progressing towards Dominion Status. After three weeks of desultory discussion, the conference foundered on Mohammed Ali Jinnah’s insistence that all the Islamic members should be nominated by his Muslim League. The sub-continent which Labour inherited was hungry, divided and on the point of open revolt. To the new government ‘giving India its freedom’ was an article of faith.


Attlee’s interest in India, and his commitment to independence, dated back to 1927, when he was appointed a member of the Simon Commission, set up to examine the working of the 1919 India Act. The Labour Party of the day was deeply suspicious of his willingness to serve on an all-party enquiry, and Attlee himself – for both public and private reasons – was reluctant to spend months away from Britain. But he believed in duty and service and, concluding that it was his duty to serve, he joined the Commission and developed views on India which, twenty years later, began the slow dissolution of the British Empire.


The new Prime Minister despised the old Viceroy, whose plans, Attlee believed, had always failed because they offered India far too little and, even then, offered it grudgingly. Wavell himself got near to admitting his unsuitability for the mighty task which confronted him. Political negotiation was ‘entirely foreign to military training’, and despairing of ever finding a solution acceptable to all the parties, he prepared what he openly entitled the ‘Breakdown Plan’. Although it was built around the assumption that attempts to negotiate a settlement would continue, it anticipated the moment when there would be no alternative to a British evacuation, leaving India in anarchy and chaos. True to character, Attlee found the Breakdown Plan ‘utterly repugnant’. India, he explained, needed a new Viceroy because ‘we weren’t getting anywhere. Both parties were asking for everything and blaming us for getting nothing when they should have blamed themselves.’


The new Viceroy was Viscount Mountbatten of Burma, sometime Supreme Allied Commander in South-east Asia, cousin to the King and a glamorous figure of the sort that Attlee usually suspected and disliked. But throughout his life he regarded the choice of Mountbatten as a master-stroke which, with uncharacteristic lack of modesty, he later described as ‘my own thought entirely’. He explained with admirable clarity why: ‘Mountbatten had been the obvious choice. The so-called experts had been wrong about Aung San and Dickie had been right.’ Aung San was a Burmese nationalist who, accepting the promise of post-war independence, had sided with the Japanese invaders and commanded a battalion of Burmese irregulars in the war against the Allied forces. Despairing of either Japan keeping its word or the Allies losing the war, he changed sides and organised an underground resistance movement. Then, with encouragement from Mountbatten, he overthrew the puppet government. Despite being told to keep Aung San at arm’s length, the Supreme Commander had prepared him to be the figure around which independence was built – a policy which showed courage, magnanimity, foresight, pragmatism and cool judgement. It also demonstrated a willingness to accept the world as it is rather than as he would like it to be. That willingness was essential to speedy progress towards Indian independence. And Attlee was determined on speed. Although the Viceroy was brand-new, the policy which he had first to pursue was essentially second-hand. Attlee had not quite abandoned hope of granting independence to a single state – Muslim, Hindu and Sikh. And while he was certain that a deadline must be set for the end to negotiations, he had not decided how early that deadline should be.


Mountbatten became one of the most controversial characters in post-war Britain. Detractors have blamed him for the tragedies which followed independence – particularly the massacres of something like half a million men, women and children. Admirers have claimed that most of the crucial decisions – the date of Indian independence and the creation of Islamic Pakistan – were, if not his alone, at least the result of his inspiration. Attlee was not a man to take part in demeaning competitions for the plaudits of history. The facts speak for themselves and for him.


Certainly Mountbatten asked for what Attlee described with some surprise as ‘plenipotentiary powers’. They were granted because they were essential to the speed of action on which the government insisted. Almost immediately after his arrival in New Delhi on 22 March 1947, Mountbatten telegraphed the government: ‘Unless I act quickly, I may find a real civil war on my hands.’ But by 19 April, he had given up all hope of maintaining ‘one India’. So he drew up a partition plan as his ‘last shot’. It exploded in his face.


Mountbatten’s original idea was to allow each Indian state to decide its own destiny by referendum. Prudently or recklessly – the adverb depends on individual judgement – the Viceroy gave early sight of his plan to Jawaharlal Nehru, the leader of the Congress Party and his personal friend. Nehru described his proposals as ‘the Balkanisation of India’ and they were swiftly dropped. So Mountbatten fired one more shot. His final plan was to have two states, one India and the other Pakistan (‘the land of the pure’). The boundary between the two (which, in deference to the ‘last-shot plan’ and the principle of self-determination, was initially to be decided by plebiscite) was drawn up by a Commission under the chairmanship of Sir Cyril Radcliffe, an English barrister.


It has since been argued by Mountbatten’s detractors that because of his close (and his wife’s even closer) friendship with Nehru, the boundary between India and Pakistan was gerrymandered. The truth will never be known. It is, for example, easy enough to demonstrate that Firozpur was an Islamic city. But it is impossible to be sure if its destiny and destination was changed between the provisional map and the Commission’s final recommendation because of Mountbatten’s prejudiced determination to keep the military arsenal away from the Muslims, or Radcliffe’s rational judgement that irrigation of the Hindu state of Bikaner could not be left dependent on rivers that rose across the borders in a foreign land. With Mountbatten it is always hard to separate the myth from reality. The important fact is that the government was prepared, for the sake of speed, to leave such questions to the Viceroy.


The controversy continues about the date which was decided for partition and independence, even though the basic facts are beyond dispute. As early as December 1946, the India Committee of the Cabinet – convinced by Attlee of the need for swift action – agreed ‘that Parliament shall be asked to hand over power to India not later than 31 March 1948’. It happened more than seven months before that date.


Mountbatten, having abandoned hope of a united India and having obtained Cabinet approval for partition, announced the government’s intention during a radio broadcast on 3 June and held a press conference in New Delhi on the following day. Inevitably, he was asked the date of the hand-over. To the surprise of his audience (and the consternation of the India Office when the news reached London), he replied, ‘I think that the transfer could be about 15 August.’ He was later to claim that he chose the date himself. And he got very near to admitting that he chose it on the spot. Neither the claim nor the admission tells the full story.


Mountbatten’s aide recorded in his diary: ‘Mr Attlee … has assumed full personal responsibility for the government’s India policy and any action arising from it [and] has successfully injected a sense of the utmost urgency into his colleagues.’ When the Secretary of State for India proposed repudiating the August deadline, the Prime Minister wrote on the bottom of his draft telegram ‘Accept Viceroy’s proposal’. Perhaps 15 August was a date plucked out of the Delhi air. But the idea of concluding the business by the high summer was undoubtedly Attlee’s. He felt no more obligation to tell his Secretary of State about the date of independence than he had felt a duty to consult or inform him about the appointment of the new Viceroy. He was a practical man and he had to increase the pressure on political leaders – in India and Britain.


The House of Commons gave the India Bill an unopposed Second Reading on 10 July. Four days later, its Committee Stage having been completed, it was given an unopposed Third Reading. It became law after Royal Assent on the 18th, and the date of Independence was set as 15 August. Parliament had taken a little more than a week to end the Raj which had lasted for almost three hundred years and, because of the speed with which the government had acted, Aneurin Bevan’s hope – set out to the Cabinet on New Year’s Eve, 1945 – had been achieved:






Withdrawal from India need not appear to be forced on us by our weakness … On the contrary, the action must be shown to be the logical conclusion, which we welcome, of a policy followed by successive governments for many years. There was no occasion to excuse our withdrawal. We should rather take credit for claiming these initiatives.








The Labour government had done what it did best. It had caught the post-war mood of the nation, built on it and moved Britain along towards a new view of its future. Tragically, it did not act with the same open-minded courage when it considered other aspects of Britain’s place in the post-war world.


India was – as far as the United States was concerned – essentially Britain’s own affair, a topic which did not even appear on its foreign policy agenda. Notwithstanding that, American isolationism was over – certainly for the next fifty years and possibly for ever. Nineteen forty-five was the year when the United States became a European power as Britain had been an African power in the nineteenth century. Washington no longer simply sent men and materials to protect friends against sudden aggression or to maintain stability. America accepted – indeed insisted – that it had a permanent interest in both the military balance and economic performance of half the world. It has never been possible to decide where the economic commitment ended and the military involvement began, but the permanent extension of both sorts of influence began with an act of admirable British realism.


On 21 February 1947, His Majesty’s Ambassador in Washington officially notified the State Department of a policy decision which the Americans had anticipated and feared for some months. The United Kingdom – desperate to cut military expenditure – was to withdraw its forces from Turkey and Greece immediately. Two years earlier, Greece had been engulfed in a bitter civil war between Royalists and Communists. The United States government was not prepared to leave a vacuum in the Mediterranean. It set in train a series of initiatives which climaxed and culminated in the Marshall Plan.


Three weeks after Britain announced that it was to leave the east Mediterranean, President Truman asked Congress to approve an assistance payment of $400 million for Greece and Turkey. The argument with which he justified his request – ‘The United States must support free people who are resisting subjugation by armed minorities or outside pressure … primarily through economic and financial aid’ – came to be called the Truman Doctrine. On 8 May 1947 it was expanded in a speech at Cleveland by Dean Acheson, Under-Secretary of State, Europhile and constant advocate of American involvement in Europe. It promised to make the ‘stricken countries of Europe … self-supporting’. Undoubtedly, credit or blame for Pax Americanus – dollar imperialism or altruistic sacrifice – lies with Acheson. But, as is so often the case when the deputy does the thinking, the definitive speech – which set out the principles and described the future practice – was made by his superior. At Harvard on 5 June, Secretary of State George Marshall promised that any government






willing to assist in the task of recovery will find full co-operation … from the United States … Our policy is directed not against any country or doctrine, but against hunger, poverty, desperation and chaos. It would be neither fitting nor efficacious for this government to undertake to draw unilaterally a programme designed to place Europe on its feet economically. This is the business of the Europeans. The initiative must come from Europe.








According to the myth, British Foreign Secretary Ernest Bevin knew nothing of Marshall’s Harvard speech until, listening in bed to his radio, he heard it reported on the BBC’s late-night news. Certainly the British Embassy in Washington did not send a copy of the advance news release to London. But Bevin knew that such an offer was to be made, and he had been warned that Marshall would expect a near-immediate response.


Bevin took the initiative in co-ordinating Europe’s reaction. But he judged it best that Britain should not assume the public leadership of the assorted mendicants. So he suggested that Georges Bidault, the French Foreign Minister, should arrange a meeting of the European ‘big three’ allies in Paris. When Vyacheslav Molotov, Foreign Minister of the Soviet Union, arrived, he described the Marshall Plan as ‘an imperialist plot for the enslavement of Europe’. Bidault and Bevin went ahead without Russian support or approval, and the Organisation for European Economic Co-operation (OEEC) was formed the following year. Twenty-two European democracies co-operated in the implementation of the Marshall Plan. Cominform, the Communist Information Bureau, was established in Moscow in October to combat the threat of an ‘imperialist peace’. The Cold War had developed an economic dimension.


Gratitude was not the universal emotion, even in the British Parliament. A pamphlet entitled ‘Keep Left’ – endorsed by a group of radical Labour MPs – argued that, if the Marshall Plan had not revived European capitalism, Britain would have applied a socialist solution to its economic problems. It went on to assert that economic dependence on the United States put Europe in the front line of the next world war. Aided by the hindsight of almost fifty years, it is still not easy to be certain if, in the words of its preamble, Marshall Aid ‘rescued Europe from poverty and economic stagnation’ or if it merely encouraged those nations which were psychologically so inclined to rely on American investment, American innovation and, wherever possible, American products. But in two particulars, the Marshall Plan had a crucial effect on the history of Europe.


After its formation in April 1948, the OEEC’s immediate task was to co-ordinate the American-financed recovery. But from it, there evolved the idea that Western Europe might become more prosperous if the rival economies co-ordinated their attempts to improve investment, output and trade. The second undoubted effect of the Marshall Plan was more malign. Europe was already divided. American aid to the West widened and deepened that division.


The division of Europe had been anticipated even before the war had ended. There had been much talk of accelerating the Anglo-American advance from the west, simply in order to deny the Soviet Union the occupation of captured territory and – whether or not wartime experience justified such an unfriendly act – the USSR’s behaviour after the German capitulation confirmed how wise it would have been to hold back the frontiers of the Russian Empire. Timidity, incompetence and a mistaken view of military propriety combined to allow the Soviet armies to occupy not only Poland, Czechoslovakia, Hungary, Albania, Bulgaria and Yugoslavia, but also Austria and Germany as far west as the Elbe – surrounding Berlin.


The folly of allowing the Soviet Union so far west was confirmed almost immediately. At Yalta in 1945, the ‘big three’ – Churchill, Roosevelt and Stalin – had formally agreed to establish independent democratic governments in all the countries which were liberated from Germany. Russia made clear within weeks of victory that it had no intention of applying that policy to Bulgaria and Romania. For the next two years the Soviet Union seemed determined to confirm Winston Churchill’s view – expressed at Fulton, Missouri, as early as 5 March 1946 – that an ‘iron curtain’ had descended on Europe.


In January 1948, Soviet troops surrounding Berlin began to delay and harass convoys carrying food supplies to the city. Gradually, the noose was tightened until the city was in the stranglehold of a total blockade, which went on to last 325 days. A month later, in February, Communists seized power in Czechoslovakia. The response was swift, obvious and inevitable. The Treaty of Brussels – uniting France, Britain and the Benelux countries in a non-aggression pact – was signed in March. Formal American association with European defence was delayed for another year, but in April 1949, the North Atlantic Treaty – establishing not simply the principle of collective security, but also the structure by which the defences of the West would be co-ordinated – was signed. Europe was divided for the next forty years into two armed camps – both of them spending more on their military budgets than they could afford.


It would be wrong to say – as was said by dissentient Labour MPs – that Britain was dragged into the Cold War by the United States, and that the costs and risks involved could have been avoided. With the Soviet Union in its post-war mood, collective security was right and unavoidable. And the idea that Britain was dragged in against its government’s will is contradicted by all the evidence. Both Attlee and Bevin were instinctive and passionate opponents of Soviet Communism. Between 1945 and 1948, Attlee’s speeches on the conduct and character of Britain’s recent ally were far more virulent than anything which appeared in Churchill’s florid foreign policy orations. The Prime Minister denounced ‘an economic doctrine wedded to the policy of a backward state … which makes a strong appeal to backward people who have never known anything better’. He accused the Russian government of ‘inverted Czarism’ and showed every sign of feeling a personal animosity towards Stalin himself: ‘Reminded me of a Renaissance despot. No principles, any methods but no flowing language. Always said yes or no – though you could only count on him when he said no.’ Denis Healey, the young Secretary of Labour’s International Department, defended the government’s foreign policy in a pamphlet entitled ‘Cards on the Table’. It argued that the ‘major tragedy of socialist history was that the advent in power of a pro-Soviet Labour government in Britain coincided with the opening of a sustained offensive against Britain by her Soviet ally’. But the men who counted in Attlee’s government never took such a sentimental view of the Soviet Union. Their antagonism, like their ready acceptance of collective security, was entirely justified, and the British government’s decision to respond to the threat of Soviet aggression by participation in the Atlantic Alliance was clearly right and necessary. But the extent and nature of that participation is less easy to justify.


The hope of continual economic expansion was knowingly, if not willingly, sacrificed for membership of the nuclear club. Yet the reasons for paying the price remain in doubt. It seems impossible that Labour ministers genuinely believed that unless the United Kingdom possessed atomic weapons of its own, European defence would be incomplete. A more likely explanation is that resources were diverted away from crucial domestic investment because they imagined that a proud nation had to make a contribution to the defence of the West which was consistent with its history, status and prestige. There is some evidence to confirm that gloomy interpretation of events. When on 22 October 1945 the House of Commons debated foreign affairs, Anthony Eden, winding up for the Conservative Opposition, suggested that the world would only be made safe from nuclear war if the great powers ‘modified their ideas of national sovereignty’. The suggestion was greeted with incredulity from the Labour benches and open hostility from the Tories.


There was no support in Britain for modified sovereignty, for it seemed indistinguishable from a loss of identity. And, in the years which immediately followed the war, the common preoccupation was not so much the discovering of a new national persona as the reestablishment of the old and distinct image of a unique Britain. If Anthony Eden had been a regular picture-goer, he would have understood the mood. Although Hollywood’s cultural invasion was well under way, the films which were made in Britain were assertions of the exclusive national character. Spring in Park Lane, like Maytime in Mayfair, depicted England as illustrated in the pages of the Tatler. Passport to Pimlico celebrated working-class idiosyncrasies. Whisky Galore was a caricature of loveable Scottish weakness. The Crowthers of Bankdam portrayed the hard Victorian values which had made Britain great. Holiday Camp paid tribute to ‘the little man’ – the salt of the earth who had beaten the Jerries and would win the peace. Britain was different and Britain wanted to be distinct.


In any case, Britain had experimented in ‘pooled sovereignty’ during the war, and the results had been disastrous. The British government – having decided that it did not wish, or at least could not afford, to maintain an independent programme of nuclear research – had offered to share with the United States all the information which was already in its possession. In return, the United States agreed that the technology which was eventually developed – peaceful or military – should be available to both countries and that America, once it became a nuclear power, should never use its atomic weapons without the express agreement of its partners. The arrangements were formalised – and extended to include Canada – in the Quebec Agreement.


Within weeks of becoming Prime Minister, Attlee was told that America was not even pretending to keep its promise, and that the results of new research were being kept from Britain. When challenged, Truman replied that the Quebec accords had been an ‘executive agreement’ not a ‘binding treaty’. Attlee responded in character by attempting to reason with the President. He personally wrote a 2,000-word memorandum which, as well as setting out details and dates of agreements and assurances, reminded his ally that Britain had regularly supplied America with the most up-to-date information on radar and jet propulsion – two vital areas of research in which British scientists were far ahead of their American counterparts. The Prime Minister’s visit to Washington in November 1945 which secured the US loan was officially arranged ‘to discuss world affairs in the terrible light of the discovery of atomic energy’. On his return to London, Attlee felt more certain about the pooling of nuclear information than the provision of the loan. The aid proposals had to be approved by Congress. The Quebec Agreement was a matter for the President alone. The Prime Minister felt sure that Truman would keep his word. He was wrong.


The President was, or said that he was, unable to keep his promise for two distinct but equally disreputably related reasons. He was struggling to shift control of the nuclear programme from the Defence Department, and a rumour which was circulating in Washington had convinced the administration’s critics that unless a legal prohibition was placed on the exchange of information, the Soviet Union might be allowed to share America’s atomic secrets. The rumour was probably started by the White House to ensure the success of the McMahon Bill, which both set up a civilian Atomic Energy Agency and forbade the transfer of atomic information to any other government.


Attlee solemnly warned the White House that, were Britain permanently to be denied access to American atomic research, the government would be left with no choice. Britain would embark on a nuclear programme of its own. Perhaps Harry S. Truman thought that a man as sensible as Attlee would never come to such a silly decision. If so, the President was mistaken. In January 1947, the Prime Minister secretly approved the creation of an independent nuclear capability financed by £100 million hidden in the estimates. Attlee had quarried a millstone which was to hang around the neck of the British economy long after the Russian threat had disappeared, and which is indeed still hanging round its neck today. The penalty of the independent nuclear programme was far greater than the immediate addition it made to government expenditure.


The case for British membership of the nuclear alliance – and the provision of bases for the nuclear superpower which dominated that partnership – was overwhelming. It remained incontrovertible for as long as the Soviet threat persisted. But there was no plausible strategic explanation for Britain’s determination to possess an ‘independent’ capability. It was inconceivable that it would be used without the agreement of the USA, and for most of its life it could not be used without American assistance. The only real reason for the charade of nuclear independence was the feeling – which the French, unlike the inhibited British, were prepared to admit – that no country that does not possess its own atomic bomb can be a great power. So Britain was prepared to pay money which it could not afford to prove it had not come down in the world. Unfortunately, the most rational Prime Minister in history fell into a common, logical error. Perhaps the possession of a nuclear weapon was essential to superpower status – though thirty years later, Germany and Japan were to rival America in wealth and influence despite their lack of a nuclear capability. But the equation did not work in the other direction. Possession of a nuclear weapon does not, in itself, turn a medium-sized nation with chronic economic problems into a superpower. It merely gave it illusions of grandeur. And illusions of grandeur are notoriously expensive.
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