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During its eighteen-month gestation period, this book has been through a considerable metamorphosis. It has always been envisaged as a serious publication, its principal purpose being to mark the centenary of the birth, on 9 July 1916, of Edward Richard George Heath – privy counsellor and Knight of the Garter, wartime soldier and peacetime statesman, competitive sailor and talented amateur musician, and one of the most controversial politicians of the post-war era – but the proposal I originally had in mind was for a form of ‘Festschrift’. A collection of essays collected in accordance with such a solidly European tradition would have appealed to its subject, but the quality and volume of material generously submitted by so many friends and colleagues necessitated a fundamental rethink. So the book you hold is rather different from the one originally intended.


The consistent, unyielding vision motivating all the hard work – the driving purpose, if you will – has not been an aspiration to detail, yet again, the already well-documented career of Ted Heath, but rather to capture and vividly evoke the complex, multi-faceted essence of the man – his relentless sense of purpose, his idiosyncratic (and often highly counter-productive) sense of humour, his strengths, quirks, weaknesses and foibles. In short, I wanted to explain what ‘made him tick’.


Peter Walker was a protégé of Sir Edward’s who ran his leadership election campaign in 1965 and stuck by him through thick and thin, willingly accepting the consequent opprobrium as a price worth paying. Even he once said, ‘In the years I have known him, there have been only four or five occasions when I have penetrated his deepest thoughts. He is a very self-contained person and also a fairly shy one.’ So Ted Heath is not the easiest subject for a historian or biographer – even one who knew him well and worked closely with him for five years, as I did.


Around sixty-five people who knew him personally have contributed to this book, each in his or her distinctive voice. The intention behind presenting so much primary material is to enable readers to form their own opinions of Heath, digesting and assimilating the evidence and unlocking the conundrum for themselves.


While this book is not a biography, it certainly does cover all the main stations of his life. Where the contributions of others do not join up neatly, or require illumination or counterpoint, I have filled in the gaps. I have also written a full, first-hand account of my own five-year period running the private office of Sir Edward, or ‘The Boss’, as we called him – including the unforgettable experience of running through his entire life with him, for the purposes of producing his 1998 memoir, The Course of My Life.


I have also, reluctantly and with no little sense of distaste, sought to address the nebulous and, to me, incredible allegations that have been made against Heath in 2015 and 2016, in connection with the supposed abuse of under-age male persons. As I shall make clear, I personally do not believe Heath ever had sexual relations with anyone – and I cannot imagine ever being persuaded otherwise. He seems to have decided, early in life, that he would manage independently and on his own in his personal life – a vow he never appears to have broken.


As this book reveals, in his political life Edward Heath sought always to be analytical and rational; and he possessed a rare gift for cutting incisively through copious briefings and masses of information, to the very heart of the matter. He could therefore appear cold and, to the less thick-skinned of those around him, positively rude. Certainly he struggled to express the softer emotions, but he was capable of great generosity and also of expressing affection to those he loved.


So, here he is – for fans and critics alike – that ‘great lighthouse’ in Roy Jenkins’s memorable phrase – summoned back to life by the recollections of those who knew him best.





CHAPTER ONE
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Early life (1916–1950)


The life of Edward Richard George Heath was remarkable by any standards, but it began unremarkably. He was born in Broadstairs on the Isle of Thanet. His father William was a jobbing builder who became a small businessman and his mother Edith had been a lady’s maid. William was a fairly laid-back character with an eye for the ladies, whereas Edith was fiercely ambitious and determined that Edward should want for nothing.


With the recent death of Denis Healey, there is no one left who knew the young ‘Teddy’ Heath but, fortunately, many interviews exist with those who did. They give a consistent flavour of a serious and ambitious young man who drove himself very hard indeed; and who was generously supported by his parents, who denied themselves many aspects of material comfort in order to provide for him as he progressed through grammar school and university.


Heath and his younger brother John were very different, but remained close until John died, in his early sixties, in 1982. Their father William once said: ‘Johnny would no sooner get to the bottom of the street than he fell into a tar barrel or something. Teddy could be out for hours and hours, and still come home as bright as a new pin.’ In another interview he said: ‘Teddy has a will of iron. He read and read about politics. His bedroom was like a library. When he was reading – or for that matter playing music – to try to talk to him was like speaking to a brick wall. Then suddenly he would stop what he was doing and say, “Let’s go for a walk, mummy.” And the rest of us would have to stop what we were doing and go out with him.’1


One of Heath’s school friends from Thanet days, Ronald Whittell, had this to say about young Teddy and the household in which he grew up:




‘Mrs Heath . . . was one of the most determined women I’ve ever known. She used to complain about Teddy sitting up in his bedroom reading instead of spending more time in boyish pursuits. It was a decided shock to both his parents when he turned out the way he did – they hadn’t expected such a brilliant child . . . He never tried for popularity. He wasn’t actively liked or actively disliked. He was respected and accepted, though a little bit intolerant . . . He seemed to achieve maturity of character earlier than others.’2





The only time I saw tears in Heath’s eyes was when Michael Cockerell, that brilliant BBC film-maker, showed him a montage of images of his mother. ‘Yes, so beautiful,’ he murmured gently (Michael also asked him whether he had ever changed a nappy, which elicited a far less revealing – indeed rather nonplussed – response). Edith Heath drove herself very hard, not least to provide for her beloved elder son, and when her terminal cancer manifested itself while Heath was on a trip to the US as a newly-elected Member of Parliament, she could hardly bring herself to reveal her condition to her family. William Heath remarried twice – and all three of his wives were ‘Mummy’ to him and to his sons, but Edith was irreplaceable to Heath. Although he was clearly delighted his father lived to see him become Prime Minister, we all knew it was his mother who made him the man he was.


John Heath married twice and his first (by this point ex-) wife, Marian Evans, wrote a book in 1970 entitled Ted Heath – A Family Portrait. Heath thought the book meretricious and opportunistic; and he deeply resented the impression it gave of him having been over-indulged as a child and a young man. Indeed, he was highly sensitive to any charge that he was spoiled, or favoured over his brother John, four years his junior, but there’s no doubt he was the beneficiary of disproportionate financial support from both parents and also of love, affection and attention from his mother in particular. Especially when considered in light of the genuinely virulent attacks to which Heath was subsequently subjected, the book in fact reads rather well, even favourably. What really upset Heath – that shy and private man – was surely that his family and its internal affairs had been brought into the public domain in this fashion, purely because of their connection with him. This is what Heath said, in an interview for his memoirs, about his family background, his upbringing and, in particular, his relationship with his brother:




‘Our sporting interests were different, because I never played soccer. Our father was a very good soccer player, but refused to allow me to play soccer, because, he said, it would interfere with musical activities and getting down to the homework, which he was always very insistent upon. My brother, who wasn’t so concerned with homework, did play soccer. In the summer I was swimming and played tennis; and in the winter I did cross-country running. [John’s] first marriage just didn’t come off – and he allowed her to divorce him, by going off with some woman for the night. Nothing happened, but it was good enough grounds for divorce. She then married a journalist in Broadstairs and wrote the book about me, to make some money. In that, she says that I was always the favourite of the family and he was ill treated. There’s no truth in that at all, because my parents went to great lengths to ensure that we were similarly treated. The examples are that I got the scholarship to Chatham House but he couldn’t get a scholarship, so they paid for him to go to Chatham House; and another example was that I learned the piano, so they insisted on him learning the violin. He didn’t follow it up after he left school because he went to the war, but afterwards he did become very interested in music and he and his second wife spent a lot of time going to concerts in London and so on. So we had that interest in common.’





Heath was certainly a smart and mature child and, whilst he was no boy genius, he was a diligent student and, for much of his schooling, was accelerated into a class where the other pupils were a year or two older than he was. One of his former teachers, Dr E.A. Woolf, who travelled with Heath on his first overseas trip – to Paris when Heath was thirteen – said this in a newspaper interview many years later:




‘I dare to say if Heath had applied his mind to it, he could have been academically brilliant, but he would only bite on the subjects that really interested him. For the rest, a broad outline satisfied him. We were a very lively school under a great headmaster. I was a Liberal – I stood as a Liberal candidate – but I don’t think any of my current affairs class became Liberals. I didn’t mind what point of view the boys put forward, so long as they supported it with reasoned argument. Heath could certainly argue.’3





When Heath was in his seventies, a mischievous journalist good-naturedly tried to tease out of him whether his reading ever veered into the traditional areas of interest for an adolescent boy. Did he, she asked, pore through books to ‘find the rude bits’? At first he deflected the question: ‘Of course they talk about all these things and it is ridiculous to try and censor them . . . I think there is a stage in life that most people go through, when they want to find out about these things.’ Did he? she asked. ‘Oh yes . . . people behave like that when they are in that stage of youth.’4


He enjoyed precocious conversations with adults, about music, history and current affairs. Through his father (who looked after the weekend homes of a number of successful and high-profile London personalities) he became acquainted with Alec Martin of Christie’s and also a leading London solicitor, Royalton Kisch, who made a big impact on him. Arnold Goodman (later Lord Goodman) was, at that time, a young solicitor in Kisch’s office and became a lifelong friend of Heath:




‘I remember him as an alert young man. I think of him then as an eager, questing person who was looking for founts of experience, founts of sophistication, founts of knowledge. I think perhaps he was looking for these outside his own world and often from people older than himself. He was very genuine. He was not at all a young man on the make.’5





As he considered his options upon leaving grammar school, Heath fixed his sights not only on the ancient university of Oxford, but specifically upon the college that he believed would lend the greatest prestige to him in future life – Balliol. He would later claim: ‘Balliol helped me. It really ironed out all the class distinctions, and then so did the army.’6 He won his place, but not, to his chagrin, an academic entrance award to smooth his path. Financing his life at Oxford was therefore a challenge. He received a loan of £90 a year from the Kent Education Committee, but his family had to make sacrifices to ensure he was able to pay his way as he sought to impress under the shadows of the ‘dreaming spires’, topping his funds up to around £220 per year. They evidently did so willingly. William Heath later explained that Mr Norman, the headmaster at Chatham House, sent for him when Teddy won his place, to persuade him he must take it up: ‘He told me that Teddy might be Prime Minister. So his mother and I decided that he should go. It would have broken his heart had we refused. I had to work damned hard though.’7


It is hard to avoid concluding that, to the young Heath, everything and even everyone was, in a sense, a potentially helpful means to an end – grammar school, university, his various foreign trips, the interim jobs he took, even the Second World War – and, from an early age, the end he had in mind was a successful political career. He took every opportunity, seized upon every introduction and missed no chance to widen his circle of acquaintances, his contacts or his personal horizons.


In his early days at Oxford, Heath had to survive on a very restricted budget, but still he threw himself with gusto into the activities that fascinated him. He joined the Oxford Union Debating Society and, whilst he joined all the political societies, he was already a Conservative. He also founded the Balliol choir, composed incidental music for the university dramatic society and helped to reconstruct the chapel organ. Indeed, he soon won the three-year organ scholarship at Balliol, worth £100 a year, which enabled him both to live less frugally and also to add a fourth year in Oxford to the usual three. His discipline and determination to succeed had again won through. When a future parliamentary colleague, Julian Amery, arrived at Balliol two years after Heath, he found him well established: ‘Impeccable in dress and precise in speech, Ted was already a leading figure in the Oxford University Conservative Association and would soon become President of the Union. He laughed easily, seemed to be everywhere and yet somehow remained a man apart.’8


Heath’s academic work generally took second place to his other, more career-orientated endeavours but to his credit, as one of his tutors from his time at Balliol cheerfully attested some years later, he never sought to conceal this fact. Charles Morris (later Lord Morris of Grasmere) was a fellow and tutor in philosophy at Balliol:




‘When he was seeking a place at the college, straight from school, I asked him what he wanted to do in life after leaving Oxford, and he replied that he wanted to be “a professional politician”. I do not think I ever heard any other schoolboy answer a similar question in these terms.’9





Heath used his long vacations to travel; and a European continent in ferment with conflict and political extremism was the crucible in which his lifelong political convictions were formed and hardened. His first big trip was to the Nuremberg rallies in September 1937, when he was introduced to several senior members of the Nazi hierarchy. He returned home convinced war could not be far off – and utterly opposed to the policy of appeasement. The following summer he visited the Republican side in Spain during the civil war. This is a first-hand account from Heath of how he diced with death:




‘My sympathies were firmly with the elected government of the Spanish Republic simply because it was not a dictatorship. The base for our visit was Barcelona, and we travelled there via Calais, Paris and Perpignan. Instructions in our rooms told us to go down to the basement in the event of an air-raid alarm. It was just as well that we did not heed those instructions, opting instead for the excitement of watching the bombers flying past. During one raid, a bomb went straight down the hotel lift shaft, killing all those who had rushed down to the basement shelter. A few days later, we set out to drive south to Tarragona and, when we were nearly halfway there, a single aeroplane flying low along the road spotted our procession of cars and machine-gunned us. His aim was poor and we were able to stop the cars, dive into the ditch alongside the road and crawl along it away from our vehicles.’





Academically Heath never quite dazzled, but he certainly made a name for himself in political circles, not least when, having seen the preparations for a European war which were underway in both Germany and Spain, he supported the Master of Balliol, Sandy Lindsay, in the ‘Munich’ by-election in the autumn of 1938, against the pro-Chamberlain official Tory candidate Quintin Hogg (later Lord Hailsham). He was ambitious, but also highly principled. His opposition to appeasement was also fiercely expressed in the Union chamber.


When the Union debated the motion ‘That this House disapproves of the policy of Peace without Honour’, Heath ‘attacked the muddled policy of the Government, which had been largely responsible for bringing us to the verge of disaster’, according to the report in the university newspaper Isis: ‘He maintained that the original Chamberlain declaration was indecisive . . . He had no faith in a lasting peace, but foresaw further trouble – in Switzerland, Holland, and elsewhere. Had we won Hitler’s goodwill? Hitler could not be trusted: that was clear to everyone save Mr Chamberlain. He was prepared to give justice, but not sympathy, to Nazi Germany, for Nazism was essentially incompatible with Democracy. Finally, our defences were in a sorry state. This speech was competent if a little too long and, as a Conservative, Mr Heath must have astonished some of his confrères by his bitter attack.’


Heath assailed Chamberlain more fiercely still when the Union Society was invited to express ‘No confidence in the National Government as at present constituted’ in November 1938 (carried by 203 to 163). As Isis reported, Heath said that ‘everywhere there was the greatest distrust of the Government. It was nothing more nor less than an organised hypocrisy, composed of Conservatives with nothing to conserve and Liberals with a hatred of liberty . . . As for Mr Chamberlain’s foreign policy, it could only be described in the maxim, “If at first you don’t concede, fly, fly, fly, again” . . . He quoted an American journalist’s opinion that, in the next crisis, Mr Chamberlain would again turn all four cheeks at once.’


Heath soon caught the eye (and earned the admiration and friendship) of Philip Kaiser, an Oxford contemporary and friend with a great future ahead of him as a US diplomat:




‘You got the impression of a guy who was highly intelligent, well motivated, not a glad-hander but agreeable and congenial. Retrospectively, perhaps, looking back, there was a little bit of a quality which comes out more prominently in the person presented today – essentially self-protective, a certain obliqueness about him which came through in a rather charming way in those days. Now that characteristic is, I think, part of his image problem today – it’s come through rather strongly in the public man.’10





By the time he left Oxford in the summer of 1939, Heath had been President of the Oxford Union and also of the Balliol Junior Common Room; and he had also headed the university’s Conservative Association. He and Madron Seligman, who would become his lifelong best friend, planned a trip to Franco’s Spain, but Heath was denied a visa, so they decided instead to travel to the disputed city of Danzig, via Berlin. Heath recounts again:




‘When we arrived in Berlin, we looked at the grotesque new Chancellery and then went for a full briefing from Anthony Mann, the Daily Telegraph correspondent there. His warnings had filled us thoroughly with foreboding by the time we caught the night train to Danzig. The atmosphere was very tense, and both Madron and I were acutely aware of how the attitude towards the British had changed among the German population. Then we decided to go by boat up-river to Warsaw, at that time still a lovely, sophisticated city and one very much under French influence. Its softness of style, welcoming atmosphere and easy pace of living were reminiscent of Paris. We reported to the British embassy, where the ambassador and his staff were horrified to see us. Having heard their forecast, we decided to start on the long hitch-hike back home.


‘We saw massive German forces in tanks and trucks moving towards the Polish border. As if we did not already have enough problems, Madron insisted upon pulling out his penny whistle, playing once again the same old tunes I had heard incessantly for the past three weeks — all slightly out of tune. I had come to dislike these dirges intensely, and had already lost my temper with him after his umpteenth rendition of “Colonel Bogey” on the platform of Leipzig station. Now, as we tried to escape Germany on this ghastly train, out came the wretched penny whistle again. We had another flaming row, but at least I won and we had some peace afterwards.


‘Once we reached the border, we walked across the bridge to safety in France. Late that night, we arrived to find a blacked-out Paris, dropped off the car and spent the night in a small hotel. The next day, we reported to the British embassy. “Unless you get out now,” was the simple advice, “you will never get out at all.” So full was the cross-Channel boat that, as it pulled away from the quay, it seemed about to capsize, taking all those waving goodbye down with it. My parents met me at Dover a week before Poland was invaded. It had not been possible for me to get in touch with them while we were away. They must have had some anxious moments, but they never mentioned them, and never complained. We had cut things pretty fine.’





Heath volunteered for the Army as soon as war was declared, but his services were not immediately required, so he was able to go on a lengthy debating tour of the US with a Liberal colleague, speaking at twenty-six universities right across the country. When he was called up, in August 1940, he was soon recommended for a commission in the Royal Artillery. He was posted as a second lieutenant to 107 Heavy Anti-Aircraft Regiment, just as it was being formed, and helped to lead the anti-aircraft defence of Liverpool, which was under fierce attack by the Luftwaffe. The CO, Lieutenant-Colonel Richard Barrow, was looking for an adjutant and interviewed half a dozen candidates with the assistance of the regimental quarter-master, Major William Harrington:




‘Afterwards the CO told me that he thought one of them stood head and shoulders above the others. I agreed with him. We each took a piece of paper and wrote down the name of the one we thought the best. We found we had both written the same name – Heath . . . He didn’t know much at first, but if Teddy didn’t understand something, he would ask how to do it, rather than make a mess of it. When he had been told once, he never needed to ask again . . . I used to tell him that he worked too hard, but he took no notice. He got down in black and white what everyone was supposed to do. There was no room for mistakes.’11





Another of Heath’s commanding officers, George Chadd, would become a lifelong friend and confidant. In later years Chadd would speak warmly of Heath’s ‘industry and devotion to duty and attention to detail’:




‘We had four guns, heavy ack ack, plus a hundred and twenty men – it was a bit of a responsibility for a chap of twenty-four and I had a sleepless night wondering whether Heath would make a site commander. Then I found out he had sat up all night writing orders for the site.’12


‘I’ve never seen him put a foot wrong . . . He was always meticulously correct in his conduct and behaviour. The men liked him. He was never impatient with dullards or arrogant to people not so bright as himself. He drank a glass of beer in the mess and he read a lot . . . but he didn’t go out much except with his band . . . He was the perfectly behaved officer.’13





Like his famous namesake, Heath was an enthusiastic bandleader and was not above commandeering medical transport for his battery band. Once he was caught and, as George Chadd later recalled, ‘got a real rocket over that ambulance!’ Heath was soon promoted from Second Lieutenant to Captain and became adjutant of his regiment. During the gruelling campaign to liberate the Low Countries and France, Heath distinguished himself again. James Hyde was the orderly room sergeant of 334 Battery of the 107th Regiment:




‘We were all wondering what sort of person he would turn out to be, and we were none too happy. Up to then he hadn’t done any fighting worth speaking of. I was suspicious of him, but within a fortnight or three weeks he exercised such a persuading influence that one found Heath was first-class. So far as administration was concerned, he was perfect . . . [and] he rapidly understood men and their reactions. The men liked him because they thought he was a fair man . . . He was a tough skipper. If he said the battery was going to do it this way, that was it.’14





It is a cliché – but true – that war often inspires ordinary people to do extraordinary things. It didn’t necessarily do that to Heath, but he did rise to the challenge and served his country admirably. The gentle, thoughtful, music-loving, somewhat soft-edged Oxford undergraduate had become a man. He was mentioned in despatches and awarded a military MBE. He didn’t enjoy the war as such, but he did like the camaraderie and classless, meritocratic and democratic atmosphere of the Army – so much that he later became a Lieutenant-Colonel in the Territorial Army and CO of the 2nd Regiment of the Honourable Artillery Company. He also spent three years as a Master Gunner of the Tower of London, which may sound arcane, but is, in fact, a considerable honour.


Back on ‘Civvy Street’, Heath had to decide what to do next. He was attracted to a career as an orchestral conductor, but a conversation with Sir Hugh Allen, Professor of Music at Oxford, was sufficient to put him off. ‘To get to the top,’ Sir Hugh had warned, ‘you have to be as big a shit as Malcolm Sargent.’ He had a scholarship offer of £100 from Gray’s Inn (awarded on ‘testimonial and qualifications’) but, whilst law and music sang their siren songs to him, it was politics that beckoned. He took the civil service exams and came joint top, with his Oxford friend Ashley Raeburn. He was allocated to the Ministry of Civil Aviation, under Peter Masefield, later chairman of the British Airports Authority. Heath gamely admitted to Masefield that he had no ambition to forge a long-term career as a civil servant, but wished merely ‘to gain experience of the workings of the Civil Service machine from the inside’. Nonetheless, his new boss enjoyed working with him:




‘A pleasant, sound, and highly intelligent ex-President of the Oxford Union and Colonel in the H.A.C. who clearly gets on well with people, regards our more dyed-in-the-wool civil servant colleagues with amused detachment, is first-class on paper and potentially an excellent administrator . . . When you get to know him (which isn’t easy) he is a sensitive and warm-hearted chap who has a direct approach and an endearing sense of the ridiculous.’15





After a couple of near misses, at Ashford and Sevenoaks, Heath was soon selected for a constituency – the suburban seat of Bexley, which Labour had won by almost 12,000 votes in 1945 but retained in a by-election just a year later by only 1,851 votes. The selection committee consisted of six men and two women, one of whom was Gladys Whittaker, who gave this account of her first, fateful meeting with the thirty-one-year-old Heath:




‘That half-smile of his is what I will always remember . . . Of course he was good on policy. We put him through the mill – I asked some sharp questions myself – but it is the smile that sticks in my mind. It was not the broad grin which we are used to from him now, but a shy kind of half-smile.’16





Heath had no option but to resign from the civil service forthwith – with some sadness, for he had discovered an aptitude for the work and enjoyed his time under Peter – and took an unlikely job as a news reporter at the Church Times under its left-leaning editor Humphry Beevor, as he began to nurse Bexley in earnest. He once told me that he knocked on every door in the constituency at least twice between his adoption in 1947 and the general election in 1950. Heath told some tales of his time as a candidate – all of which amused him greatly but seem rather tame today. For instance, when asked whether he intended to marry, he deflected the question by saying this was ‘not something to be rushed’. In fact, Heath had been in a serious relationship with a girl from his home town of Broadstairs but it had not worked out. Kay Raven was a teacher in a preparatory school and daughter of a local doctor. She and Heath played tennis together as teenagers and she was secretary of the carol concerts. When I worked for Heath he was still in regular and warm correspondence with her sister Margaret, who lived in Zimbabwe.


He rarely spoke about this relationship, but was coaxed into doing so by Michael Cockerell for a television profile recorded in 1998:




‘He told me about Kay Raven, his Broadstairs girlfriend, who had waited patiently for him throughout the war against Hitler. His friends expected them to marry. But Colonel Heath never got round to proposing to her. “She decided she would marry someone else, but I don’t discuss these things,” said Heath. “Did you get over it?” “Yes.” “It was said you kept her photograph by your bed?” “Yes.” “Did you?” “Yes.” And he looked away, as if close to tears.


‘Heath of course never did marry. He told me that he felt that in some ways that had been a political advantage for him, “because instead of having to spend time with one’s family – or not spending time and being divorced, it means I have just been free to use my time in the world of politics”.’





Marian Evans also referred to Kay Raven in her book about Heath and his family:




‘In the early 1950s when Teddy’s girl friend of long standing decided to get married, it came as a surprise to the family. Mummy burst into tears when I spoke of it so. It would seem the girl had met someone else and felt she couldn’t think only of Teddy. We all clubbed together later to buy her a wedding present and I’ve no doubt she lived happily ever after.’17





Anthony Staddon, who worked with me on Heath’s memoirs, similarly recalls how reluctant Heath was to elaborate on this topic, or on any of his close relationships, even for the book:




‘It was not easy when working on his memoirs to coax him to talk about those areas which were of obvious interest to the general reader, such as his relationships (particularly with his mother and Kay Raven). He would often complain, “Why do people want to know about that?” and start to narrate a story about a meeting at the British Museum instead. There is no doubt that the death of his mother hit him hard: one of the few times when he spoke quite movingly was when he recounted how he broke off the 1951 election campaign to nurse her when she was dying. That was probably the most emotional I ever saw him. While he did open up and talk about his mother, we were unsuccessful, by and large, in persuading him to talk about Kay Raven, other than to say that, after he returned from the War, she married someone else and “that was that” . . .


‘He found it very hard to demonstrate his emotions unless perhaps through music. I don’t think we will ever know whether this was in response to his upbringing and his mother’s devotion to him (reciprocated), or his failed relationship with Kay Raven or simply an unwillingness to do so. His troubled relationship with women has been well documented and there is no doubt that he could find friendship with some women difficult and he preferred the company of men. Part of the reason was his upbringing; few women would have been prepared to dote on him like his mother reportedly did.’





In a perfect illustration of how politics diverted and occupied his energies, during his first election campaign, Heath relished an occasion when the banter got a bit lively:




‘I arrived at one [evening meeting], the last in the evening, at a school in Welling to find an orgy of rowdy exchanges, with many of the people present, including the chairman, on their feet. No one took any notice of me as I crept along the wall to the table at the top where I sat down. Even then I had to tug at the chairman’s coat to attract his attention. Holding up his notes in an attempt to gain silence, he proclaimed: “The candidate’s arrived. Let us hear what he has to say.” As an uneasy quiet descended upon the meeting, he declared: “I will tell you about him.” He then attempted to impress my local credentials upon the audience. “He was born in Kent,” he began. This provoked no response from the onlookers. He went on rather more loudly: “He was educated in Kent.” Still there was no response. Finally, he concluded: “And he lives in Kent.” To this, a man at the back shouted: “And for all I bloody well care, he can die in Kent!”’





Heath’s job at the Church Times was in no sense a career move. As he nursed Bexley and played a time-consuming role in the Territorial Army, he was astonished that, for his colleagues, writing for the paper seemed to be a full-time and exclusive occupation. ‘Is this the only job you’ve got, then?’ he once asked a work-mate. ‘I mean, aren’t you writing a novel or something?’ Two of his colleagues at the Church Times later shared their memories of Heath. John Trevisick worked with Heath at the paper and later became its news editor:




‘Beevor took endless delight in trying to catch Heath out, and Heath would stall on abstruse questions – a damned good training for him, of course . . . Heath shook with laughter like a jelly when he heard of a colleague’s misfortunes – like being bitten by a dog when on a fruitless assignment, or losing oneself in a fog when on the way to a fourth-rate religious play at Walthamstow . . . It was a bizarre appointment, for which Heath had no qualifications either as a journalist or a theologian.’18





Another colleague in those days, Rosamund Essex, later became editor:




‘Details were inclined to go wrong under EH – not through neglect but through his strange working environment . . . Ecclesiastical words and institutions meant little to him . . . He never mastered the word “schism” (which he pronounced “skism”) though I am sure he must later have learnt its meaning in politics . . . But I liked him enormously. He was fun and he was friendly . . . Standing in his shirt-sleeves and running with perspiration he would let his rumbustious laugh echo around the linotypes.’19





After two years, Heath moved on to a role that suited him better, becoming a trainee at Brown, Shipley, a merchant bank in the City of London. This somewhat mature trainee – he was now thirty-three years old – moved from desk to desk and enjoyed himself very much indeed. The role was a means to an end, but he knew his chances at Bexley were evens at best and his toehold in banking was a handy each-way bet: if he lost at Bexley, he had a job; if he won, he had a handy source of additional experience and income that would be perfectly compatible with the requirements of a newly-elected, back-bench MP. All he had to do now was to win at Bexley. That was his overriding ambition – and he was well used, by now, to achieving everything upon which his heart was set.





CHAPTER TWO



[image: Illustration]


Rise through the ranks (1950–1959)


From the outset, Heath’s drive and ambition impressed his supporters in Bexley, but there were serious problems that needed to be urgently addressed. The first (and most pressing) was the dire financial situation of the association. Traditionally, Tory MPs and even candidates had been expected to make a substantial personal donation each year to their local association, but the more egalitarian ethos of the post-war era had swept that away. Heath did, however, prevail upon five of his friends to make a contribution of £50 each – contributions that were more than matched by wealthy local supporters. He recruited a full-time agent, Reg Pye, who rapidly became an indispensable ally and friend, addressed every possible meeting and knocked on every possible door. He sensed every vote might count and, when the election came, on 23 February 1950, he was proven right. After a recount (and the collapse in a swoon of the returning officer), Heath won by 133 votes – a victory he would always attribute to the intervention of a Communist candidate, appropriately named Mr Job, who won three-and-a-half times that many votes. Heath would later joke: ‘I told Mr Job that he was welcome to stand again at any other general election at Bexley and that, if he found it difficult to put up the £150 deposit, to come and see me for help.’


Heath never moved into a home in the constituency. He would say, perhaps only half-jokingly, that this was because he didn’t wish to become embroiled in ‘difficult questions about which butcher to use and which pub to frequent’. When he finally had the wherewithal to buy a home of his own, in the mid-1980s, he was in no mood to change his policy, as one of his staff from that time, Nick Rundle, vividly recalls:




‘I was round at Wilton Street one evening in the early 1980s, having carried out some menial piece of research. The Boss was surrounded by estate agents’ bumf. “None of these houses are remotely suitable,” he sighed. Foolishly, and perhaps emboldened by a couple of very sizeable whiskies, I let slip the comment, “What about any nice houses in the constituency?” The steely eyes flashed. “There are no nice houses in the constituency.”’





It did not take long for Heath to make his mark in the Commons. With a group of nine other first-time MPs, including Iain Macleod, Robert Carr and Enoch Powell, he formed the One Nation Group and nominally co-authored the Group’s first publication, which set out a potential political trajectory subtly different from that of Churchill and his team. The ‘One Nation’ concept is still important today – claimed by Labour politicians as well as Tories – and it was a wise decision to join up, especially in the early days. It demonstrated fresh thinking without carrying any taint of disloyalty. A significant advantage for Heath was the fact the more intellectual members of the Group could be relied upon to do the thinking, the researching and the drafting. He was more than happy to bask in the reflected – or refracted – glory that resulted from their cerebral endeavours.


Heath wisely waited a few months before making his maiden speech, which, unsurprisingly perhaps, was on the subject of the Schuman Plan and early moves to develop closer political cooperation in Europe – a process in which the Attlee government had refused to engage:




‘Anyone going to Germany today is bound to be impressed by the fact that the German dynamic has returned; that Germany is once again working hard and producing hard, and that therefore Germany will become a major factor in Europe. I suggest that there are only two ways of dealing with that situation. One is to attempt to prolong control, which the Chancellor has already dismissed as being undesirable and impracticable. The only other way is to lead Germany into the one way we want her to go, and I believe that these discussions would give us a chance of leading Germany into the way we want her to go.


‘After the First World War we all thought it would be extremely easy to secure peace and prosperity in Europe. After the Second World War we all realised that it was going to be extremely difficult; and it will be extremely difficult to make a plan of this kind succeed. What I think worries many of us on this side of the House is that, even if the arguments put forward by the Government are correct, we do not feel that behind those arguments is really the will to succeed, and it is that will which we most want to see. It was said long ago in this House that magnanimity in politics is not seldom the truest wisdom. I appeal tonight to the Government to follow that dictum, and to go into the Schuman Plan to develop Europe and to co-ordinate it in the way suggested.’1





In the summer recess of 1950, Heath went on holiday with fellow ‘new boy’ John Rodgers, MP for Sevenoaks. At one point on that trip, Heath confided in Rodgers that ‘I owe everything to my mother, really’. John Rodgers recounted the trip:




‘He was an agreeable companion, with an eye for the good things – the interiors and exteriors of churches – but he could go very silent, rather distressingly so on drives. There would be just a grunt. He was really rather suspicious when someone else drove. He was very keen on keeping fit, and liked to go to bed early – about ten or eleven at night. He has an iron self-control which is really almost frightening.’2





Heath always had a natural and precocious gift for identifying and recruiting mentors; and, as an ambitious young man, he naturally had at the top of his list the party leader himself, Winston Churchill, who, after five years as Leader of His Majesty’s Loyal Opposition, was now facing relishing the imminent prospect of returning to office as a peacetime Prime Minister. The young Heath’s courageous stand over appeasement now stood him in good stead both with Churchill himself, and also with those around him, most notably Anthony Eden, widely assumed to be Churchill’s likeliest successor. In less than a year, Heath was a junior opposition whip. He was in two minds about the role, because whips are denied the right to speak in the House of Commons – except in very rare circumstances – and he was concerned the voters of Bexley might mistake this self-denying ordnance for indolence on his part. Nonetheless he took the job. He knew every existing whip had a veto over new appointments to the office, so the offer proved he had already made a favourable impact. Turning down the job might blunt that.


Heath remained with Brown, Shipley after his election and, during the summer recess in 1951, he travelled to America and Canada for the bank. He was in Ottawa when Attlee called an election for 25 October and travelled back to the UK on the Queen Mary, with Labour’s Manny Shinwell for company.


His first re-election campaign was to be marked by personal anguish. His mother had lived to see him elected to the House of Commons, but when he returned home from the US, he was informed that she was terminally ill with cancer. Here is one of the few passages in Heath’s memoirs that shows genuine emotion:




‘My political optimism . . . was completely overshadowed by news of my mother’s illness . . . I rushed down to see her and was appalled by her condition. I wanted to put off my visit to America, but my father strongly urged me to go. Upon my return, I found that her health had taken a serious turn for the worse. She had been moved back home and was obviously dying. I fought the election campaign in Bexley with this shadow hanging over me. I drove home to the coast every night and then back to Bexley again the following morning to continue canvassing. Each evening I played the piano in the sitting room under her bedroom, all the pieces I knew she loved most. My mother died in the early hours of 15 October 1951. It was a devastating blow for me, the first I had sustained in my family life and one that I hardly knew how to handle. My father always believed the diagnosis should have been made much earlier, and her life might then have been saved.’





Two weeks before polling day, Edith Heath succumbed. Her son told almost no one in Bexley what had occurred and retained his seat by 1,639 votes. Nationally, Labour won a record number of votes, but the Tories had a narrow majority in the Commons. Elected as Prime Minister by the people for the first time, albeit without even a plurality of the vote, Churchill appointed Anthony Eden to his old job as Foreign Secretary. The two of them believed the Parliament had, at most, six months to run. Heath became a junior government whip, as a Lord Commissioner of the Treasury, under chief whip Patrick Buchan-Hepburn and had to resign from Brown, Shipley. The Conservatives had a majority of just sixteen seats and, in such circumstances, the Whips’ Office acquires great importance; Anthony Eden later wrote: ‘Though Mr Heath’s service in Parliament had been short at that time, I have never known a better equipped Chief Whip. A ready smile concealed a firm mind.’3


Heath rose rapidly as well as steadily, becoming joint deputy chief whip, then deputy chief whip and then, once Eden had won his own mandate in the 1955 general election, chief whip. Patrick Buchan-Hepburn (later Lord Hailes) would later recall:




‘I didn’t even know how he would turn out when he came in . . . but he dedicated himself, as he does to whatever he does, and didn’t look miserable the whole time because he couldn’t make speeches. He was soon made Deputy Chief Whip . . . With Winston I couldn’t get what a Chief Whip usually has – regular appointments in the mornings – but, whenever I was called, [Heath] could carry on, and I could be absolutely certain everything would be all right. He’s absolutely reliable. He had more self-assurance as time went on . . . Many people who don’t know it under-rate what the Whips’ Office can be – what a lot you can learn about politics and people, particularly if you are not very expansive. He did know about people. He took great trouble to know about them, and their backgrounds, and what they wanted . . . he enjoys people, but I don’t know that he needs them – he’s extraordinarily self-sufficient . . .’4





The Hon. Ned Carson was MP for the Isle of Thanet – including the Heaths’ Broadstairs home – between 1945 and 1953. He divided MPs up between tea-room types and smoke (or smoking) room types, and, according to him, ‘Ted was one of the smoke room set from the beginning. A real House of Commons man.’* After one very late division, Carson went to the whips’ office and demanded of Heath: ‘Why don’t you get married and go home and let me get to bed?’ Heath looked up slowly, with ‘a very blank face’, and answered him simply: ‘I don’t want to get married.’5 Carson provided Heath’s former sister-in-law, Marian Evans, with a helpful portrait of Heath as a young whip:




‘Ted Heath would use more of a “soft sell” to get his way. If I had shown signs of not voting with the party, he would walk up casually and say something on the lines of, “Now be a good chap. It’s not really a matter of your conscience this time, is it? Do come into the lobby with us. There’s no point in abstaining.” I remember, however, one occasion when he was very stern in a tactful way and I was so surprised at this I went into the lobby at his bidding.’6





Heath’s appointment as Government chief whip to Anthony Eden after the 1955 general election must have seemed like paradise on earth to him. He had held Eden in the highest esteem since rallying to his anti-appeasement banner in the 1930s and the 1955 election result – an increased majority for an incumbent government – seemed almost too good to be true; a genuine, fresh mandate for an optimistic new era. Far more than under Churchill, who was always a mentor rather than a friend and evidently treated him more as a protégé than as a necessary ally, Heath now regarded himself as part of the indispensable inner circle of the Prime Minister. However, it was not long before he realised that he wasn’t – quite – in the innermost of the many concentric circles that surrounded a well-regarded man who promised much but delivered so little.


Shortly after the 1955 general election, Heath spoke in support of the young prospective candidate in his neighbouring constituency of Dartford, Peter Walker:




‘My first meeting with Ted was when he came to my constituency (Dartford), where there was some displeasure that they had adopted someone quite as young as 22. Ted as the then Chief Whip of the party came and addressed a public meeting. “I know some of you are concerned about the age of this candidate,” he said, “but have no worries – as chief whip I can assure you, when he reaches the House of Commons, I shall tell him how to speak and how to vote.”’7





In his memoirs, Heath wrote about the role he held between 1955 and 1959:




‘When I accepted this position, I was fully aware that few Chief Whips had gone on to hold a Cabinet post, and none had ever reached the summit. It is essential to have an immensely strong personal bond of trust with the leader of the party, and I was very fortunate indeed to work in this capacity with two men whom I had always respected, Anthony Eden and Harold Macmillan. But a particularly unhappy episode, perhaps the unhappiest of Britain’s entire post-war history, tested my loyalty to breaking point, and I was forced to take the hardest decision of all. In doing so, I subjugated my own views and doubts to the overriding need to hold the Conservative Party together at a time of crisis – not for my benefit alone, nor even for that of the party but, I profoundly believe, for the long-term benefit of the country.’





The history of the Suez Crisis has been chronicled elsewhere, in great detail and, in several instances, with peerless historical authority. I hope readers will forgive me citing the brief explanation that Heath and we, his team, crafted together for The Course of My Life. He took great care over this section of the book, so it carries his personal authority to an unusual degree:




‘The Suez crisis began with the nationalisation of the Suez Canal by Egypt’s militant nationalist leader, President Gamal Abdel Nasser, on 26 July 1956. I heard about Nasser’s seizure of the Canal late at night just after the House of Commons had risen. The Prime Minister . . . had gathered together the members of the Cabinet . . . to discuss the situation. He had also called an emergency Cabinet meeting for the next morning. At that meeting, it became clear that we were hopelessly ill prepared for any firm and immediate action, despite the fact we had only recently left the area. Lord Mountbatten, Chief of the Defence Staff, stated that there were no plans to deal with this eventuality at the Canal. We all sat in silence for a few moments before the meeting broke up. The Chiefs of Staff went on talking about an invasion plan and the rest of us followed the Prime Minister into the Chamber to hear his first public statement on the crisis . . .’





As that brief account makes plain, Heath was in the thick of the crisis from the beginning – and with good reason. Whilst the bulk of the Conservative parliamentary party remained loyal throughout the crisis, on both wings there were rebels. The ‘Suez Group’, led by Julian Amery, Fitzroy Maclean and Charles Waterhouse, were outraged by Nasser’s actions and extremely bellicose, favouring robust military action by Britain to reassert her role in the Middle East. A very different group – one more positively disposed towards Eden – of around twenty to thirty MPs, organised by Sir Alec Spearman, were opposed to any military intervention and were joined, in due course, by Edward Boyle and Anthony Nutting, both of whom resigned as ministers over Suez.


The Suez Crisis not only marked the end of Britain’s post-imperial pre-tensions in the Middle East; it also destroyed Anthony Eden, both politically and physically. With the full connivance of his chief whip and a tiny cadre of senior colleagues, Eden knowingly misled the House of Commons over Suez. Again, Heath’s own first-hand account is vivid and indispensable:




‘Secret discussions on the possibility of an invasion between the British, French and Israelis were carried out in Paris in the latter part of October. I was first told of these discussions after a meeting of the inner circle of Ministers and officials held at Chequers on 21 October. I was alarmed, but far from surprised, that a plan was being hatched to circumvent the negotiations in New York. Four days later, I went into the Cabinet Room as usual shortly before Cabinet was due to start, and I found the Prime Minister standing by his chair holding a piece of paper. He was bright-eyed and full of life. The tiredness seemed suddenly to have disappeared. “We’ve got an agreement!” he exclaimed. “Israel has agreed to invade Egypt. We shall then send in our own forces, backed up by the French, to separate the contestants and regain the Canal.” The Americans would not be told about the plan. He concluded, somewhat unnervingly, that “this is the highest form of statesmanship”.


‘The Sèvres Protocol, as it became known, had been signed the day before, in a suburb of Paris. Sir Patrick Dean had signed on behalf of the Foreign Secretary, Selwyn Lloyd, and Christian Pineau and David Ben-Gurion had signed, respectively, on behalf of France and Israel. Only Lloyd, Macmillan, Butler and myself were to know about it. I did my utmost to change Eden’s mind, warning him it was unlikely that people would believe him – and that, even if the Protocol remained a secret and people accepted the official reason for going in, the very act of doing so was likely to split the country. Eden did not dispute any of this advice, but simply reiterated that he could not let Nasser get away with it.’





Less than a week later, on 30 October, Eden informed the House of Commons that ‘Israel forces had crossed the frontier and had penetrated deep into Egyptian territory’. In response:




‘Her Majesty’s Government and the French Government have accordingly agreed that everything possible should be done to bring hostilities to an end as soon as possible . . . We have called upon both sides to stop all warlike action by land, sea and air forthwith . . . Further, in order to separate the belligerents and to guarantee freedom of transit through the Canal by the ships of all nations, we have asked the Egyptian Government to agree that Anglo-French forces should move temporarily – I repeat, temporarily – into key positions at Port Said, Ismailia and Suez. The Governments of Egypt and Israel have been asked to answer this communication within 12 hours.’8





The emergency debate that followed grew more and more fierce. The following day, British and French planes bombed airfields in Northern Egypt and, at the United Nations, the UK and France vetoed US and Soviet calls for a ceasefire.


Despite all the secrecy, many people were already suspicious. William Yates, newly elected as MP for The Wrekin in 1955, had served with the 8th Army and he said what all too many people were now beginning to think. On a spurious point of order, he stated that, ‘I have been to France and I have come to the conclusion that Her Majesty’s Government have been involved in an international conspiracy’ and asked the Speaker, somewhat disingenuously it must be assumed:




‘I want to know whether it would be considered right and patriotic for a person deliberately to try to bring down Her Majesty’s Government in those circumstances?’9





Heath and his team were struggling to control their flock. On 3 November, the House of Commons met on a Saturday for the first time since the 1940s. The military news from the Canal Zone was encouraging, but there was a potentially catastrophic run on sterling and the Americans were strongly disinclined to help. On 8 November there was a confidence vote in the House of Commons. In his memoirs, Heath recounted one terse and revealing anecdote from that evening:




‘A message was brought in to me that some Members wished to see me outside. I found Captain Charles Waterhouse, the leader of the Suez Group, and Julian Amery, one of the strongest and most effective advocates of its policies. Waterhouse told me he could ensure that all the members of the group would vote with the government in the division that night, provided I would give an undertaking to bring about Eden’s downfall as leader of the Conservative Party. I told him to go to hell and, without further discussion, went back to finish my dinner.’





In that confidence vote, not a single Tory MP opposed the Government and only six abstained. One of the six was Nigel Nicolson, whom Heath had known since Balliol days:




‘He said he would support the government if I could assure him that there had been no secret plot to carry out the invasion. In my position, there was no way that I could deny or confirm this. I looked Nigel straight in the eyes and said nothing. He understood completely.’





The story thereafter was one of national humiliation and personal decline for the Prime Minister. Almost inconceivably, on the advice of his personal physician, Sir Horace Evans, almost as soon as the Suez expedition had ignominiously failed, Eden went to the West Indies to recuperate. Heath and Macmillan warned him against absenting himself, but his mind was made up. It was the second disastrous expedition he authorised that year. When he returned, speculation about his likely successor was rife. Then, in a debate in the House of Commons on 20 December 1956, he said this:




‘We have been accused of being, ever since the Israeli attack on Egypt, and indeed long before that, in collusion with the Israelis . . . Her Majesty’s Government have been asked to prove that they had no foreknowledge of the Israeli attack . . . We warned the Israeli Government of the consequences of an attack on Jordan, and we gave a number of other warnings . . . But to say that Her Majesty’s Government were engaged in some dishonourable conspiracy is completely untrue, and I most emphatically deny it . . . So of course we discussed every possible hypothesis. But I repeat that there was no agreement arrived at until I informed the House about it.’10





Heath sat listening to his erstwhile hero being untruthful in the House of Commons. Then he went to No. 10 Downing Street, where a fateful meeting occurred:




‘I went along from my room . . . to have a word with Freddie Bishop, the Prime Minister’s principal private secretary, about the general outlook. As we were chatting, Sir Norman Brook, the Cabinet secretary, came through the door from the Cabinet Room, where he had been seeing the Prime Minister, looking like an old Samurai who had just been asked to fall on his sword. We paused, as Brook said, “He’s told me to destroy all the relevant documents. I must go and get it done.” With that, Sir Norman, loyal as always to his Prime Minister, went off to destroy the Sèvres Protocol and other documents which confirmed the collusion between Britain, France and Israel over Suez.’





It would be difficult to overstate the extraordinary degree of care and attention that Heath devoted to this section of his memoirs. There had been almost universal acknowledgement amongst historians of the period of the skills he displayed – holding the party together during the crisis, not only mollifying the loyalist majority but also keeping in close touch with the two wings of the argument – but he made it very plain to the book team in the late 1990s that his conscience was still troubled. So we pressed him: would resignation not have been the right thing to do, the honourable thing to do? Reluctantly he assented. This was indeed his view and part of him still regretted his decision not to resign. A Prime Minister deliberately and knowingly misleading the House of Commons was, to his mind, more or less an act of treachery against the Crown, the people and the state. That momentous thought went into an early draft of the book.


For precious weeks, other sections of the draft memoirs were almost or totally neglected by him as he agonised over this. Eventually he called me in for a private word. He had always admired Eden and he still felt considerable gratitude and loyalty towards him. Furthermore, Eden’s widow, his second wife Clarissa, was still alive (at the time of writing, she still is) and it would cause her immense pain and embarrassment if, after all these years, he were to denounce his one-time idol, mentor and friend. Could I therefore craft a form of words that would recapture the spirit of that fateful conversation with Nigel Nicolson: not defending Eden’s judgement or actions, but also not condemning him out of hand? In other words, could we make sense of his decision to carry on as chief whip in 1956, a decision over which he had evidently agonised at the time. We shall never know if sparing Clarissa Avon’s feelings was his real motive, but the fact is, his decision to stick with Eden and tide the party through the aftermath of Suez did weigh heavily upon his conscience until the end. This is an edited version of what was published:




‘Some may ask why, given my doubts about Suez, I did not resign as Chief Whip. There was one overriding reason. When you accept that position, you do so knowing that it demands service in all conditions. The Chief Whip is not called upon, indeed is not expected, to speak in the House of Commons or make publicly known his views on matters of government policy. He and his colleagues in the Whips’ Office are expected to keep in the closest touch with the views and feelings of government backbenchers, to report them faithfully to the Prime Minister and his senior colleagues, and to ensure that the government’s business is sustained by them in the House of Commons. It is also his responsibility to make the best possible arrangements with the Chief Whips of the opposition parties for the sensible management of business in the House. As this crisis developed, the feeling between the two sides of the House became so bitter that only the two Chief Whips were on speaking terms with each other. If that bond were ever to be broken, the parliamentary system would collapse.


‘The Chief Whip’s relationship with the Prime Minister is a special and personal one. He owes his complete loyalty to the Prime Minister, who is entitled to count upon it. Any doubts or reservations should be expressed completely privately, one to one – which I did. For a government Chief Whip to resign as a consequence of disagreement on a matter of Cabinet policy is unknown . . . To my mind it is no exaggeration to say that the resignation of a government Chief Whip on a major issue of policy would be a mortal blow to the government. Certainly a Prime Minister could hardly survive it. For a Chief Whip to resign, particularly during a national crisis such as Suez, would be an act not only of utter disloyalty, but of wilful destruction.


‘I thought that the situation did not call for or justify an act of such devastating disloyalty to the Prime Minister as my resignation would have been . . . A further consideration in my mind was that there might be a useful part for me, as Chief Whip, to play in rebuilding morale and self-confidence in the parliamentary party in the coming months. The crisis was bad enough already, and my task was to try and hold the party, and the government, together. If I could do that, I knew that the more sensible elements within it would be able to protect the party from complete disaster. So I just got on with doing my job.’





Michael Hughes-Young MC, MP for Wandsworth Central 1955–1964 – who served as a government whip between 1956–1964 and later became Lord St Helens – talked about Heath as chief whip some years later:




‘Ted would chew a subject over and over and over again, not saying much himself. I would guess he loathed having to make his mind up on his own. He took the most extraordinary amount of trouble over things and people – over anybody or anything . . . Where he was frightfully good was after Suez, when Anthony went off to the West Indies . . . Ted had immense influence then. Ted was the chief of staff. The party would almost certainly have fallen apart but for him. He was immensely approachable to the back-benchers, reassuring. In a different way he was very good vis-à-vis Ministers. He was the one very tangible link between the party and the Government.’11





Subsequent events arguably vindicated Heath’s decision, in terms of party management at least; and Anthony Eden was certainly grateful to him, writing in his memoirs: ‘Though Mr Heath’s service in Parliament had been short at that time, I have never known a better equipped Chief Whip. A ready smile concealed a firm mind.’12 Heath had long admired – and also been close to – Eden’s eventual successor, Harold Macmillan; and it was he whom Macmillan chose as a dining partner on the evening of the succession, gleefully telling reporters, as they left the Turf Club after an agreeable dinner, that they had simply been discussing ‘the future’. Heath was now serving under a third leader in succession who had played a role in inspiring him to join the Conservative Party – and who had also encouraged and nurtured his talents. Heath spent two more years running the Whips’ Office, as Macmillan steadied both the party and the ship of state; and he continued to flourish. Memories of Suez lingered, but economic development began to have an impact on the people of Britain; and not before time.


At the beginning of 1959, it was reported that Heath was suffering from gastroenteritis. He was extremely physically robust and proud of his stamina, right into his seventies, so the public announcement of an illness must have grieved him considerably. In fact, what he had contracted was jaundice – hepatitis. He could drink no alcohol for six months – and celebrated the end of the ordeal with champagne, which remained a firm favourite. He recovered in good time to play his part in securing Macmillan’s triumph in the general election on 8 October. In a clear signal that he was set to emerge from the cloistered obscurity of the Whips’ Office, Heath played a role in the national campaign, speaking in support of colleagues in seats more marginal than his own. Consequently, arrangements had to be made to ensure Bexley was not neglected, as John MacGregor recalls:




‘My mother took a telephone call one morning from Central Office. Mr Heath wanted to “look after his ladies” in Bexley at the general election. I jumped at the chance and went to No. 12 Downing Street to talk it over with Ted. I was very impressed by watching Ted addressing big audiences in Bexley – a hundred at least – and answering questions, all off the cuff. He knew everything that was going on in the constituency. He was very convivial there and he would deal with endless notes from Rosemary Bushe, his constituency secretary. He ran a very active door-to-door operation and he wanted me to handle that. He then introduced me to his other secretary, Jean Dungey, and told me “You’ll be seeing a lot of each other”. He was right. There was a film we wanted to see together and, very sweetly, Ted told us both that we should take some time off and drove us to the cinema himself. We are still married and owe him a great debt.’





After that victory, Heath was at last granted the front-line role he craved, as Minister of Labour, in those days a senior cabinet position. He informed Macmillan he wanted a full term in the post and rapidly set about pioneering the kind of high-level interaction and cooperation between the ‘two sides of industry’ that he had seen work to such good effect in continental Europe, most notably West Germany. Critics would subsequently say this was the first manifestation of his ‘corporatist tendencies’. Kinder historians might argue he was ahead of his time. He had success in averting a strike on the railways, oversaw the end of National Service and established a good relationship with many trade unionists, including Victor Feather, but he was not destined to have the full term he sought.


In the reshuffle in spring 1960, Macmillan appointed Alec Home – then in the Lords – as Foreign Secretary, which necessitated appointing a senior figure to handle foreign affairs in the elected chamber. Heath became Lord Privy Seal at the Foreign Office. He had wide-ranging responsibilities in the post, but Macmillan had one particular, historic task in mind for him – a task that would change the destiny of the nation, as well as dominate Heath’s life and shape his reputation for all time and also, over a period of decades, open up and entrench a bitter rift in the Conservative Party.


Great Britain had played a full part in the establishment of the European Free Trade Area (EFTA), a free-trade organisation open to European nations with qualms about signing up to the ‘ever-closer union’ in the Treaty of Rome – the foundation document of the then European Economic Community (EEC). There were feelings of loyalty across parties to our partners in EFTA, but they were as nothing compared to the political support for the so-called ‘white Commonwealth’. Although opinion within the Conservative Party was moving strongly and decisively towards Britain finding its place within an expanded EEC, there was an almost universal view that this should be allowed to happen only if the Commonwealth could be protected – in particular so-called ‘Commonwealth Preference’, the favourable terms upon which the nation used to trade with Commonwealth nations.


Geoffrey Adams was Heath’s private secretary when he became Lord Privy Seal in 1960, taking over from John Profumo, who was promoted to become Secretary of State for War:




‘Jack Profumo was a smooth operator, who relied on getting his way by exercising large quantities of charm (and, occasionally, with the help of a visit to the office of his glamorous wife, the actress Valerie Hobson). Ted was no less forceful a personality, but expected to win arguments through rational discussion of the options. He could generally be counted on to follow the advice of his officials, which made working for him relatively stress-free.


‘When things went wrong, a rebuke could (naturally) be expected, but usually delivered calmly, if firmly. I remember one occasion, early on in his incumbency, when I was required to organise a rail journey for him to attend the 1960 Conservative Party Conference, in Scarborough. I obtained the tickets and made a reservation in first class, only to discover, too late, that Cabinet Ministers travelling by train were entitled to a complete compartment (when such things existed) to themselves. We in his office were not used to dealing with Cabinet Ministers and no-one had briefed us appropriately. Although I was duly chastised, I do not recall the incident having any lasting ill-effects when I had to visit Scarborough myself later in the week with a Ministerial red box.


‘Ted’s principal task was to be conducting the first set of negotiations for Britain’s entry into the Common Market (subsequently vetoed by General de Gaulle). His remit accordingly covered the whole of Europe. The only overseas visit on which I accompanied him was to Paris for a meeting of the Western European Union in November 1960. We flew over the evening before, fortified by BEA’s champagne (“we should do this more often,” he suggested) and were accommodated at the Embassy. The following morning there was no sign of him when I reckoned we should be leaving for the meeting. I eventually found him still in bed, surrounded by the English newspapers and the remains of his breakfast. We somehow made it to the conference in reasonable time, but I do recall him being quite relaxed about time-keeping.’





Alec Home and Heath were soon engaged in a considerable amount of preparatory work with the governments of ‘the Six’ – as the founding members of the EEC were known. Chancellor Adenauer of Germany was particularly supportive of the British aspiration to join the EEC, but from the outset it was evident French President Charles de Gaulle was going to be the problem. On 17 May 1961, Heath reported to the House of Commons on the progress made to date. He radiated optimism about the prospects for the UK being accepted into full membership of the still relatively new EEC:




‘One of the major political achievements of the Six has been to create a Franco–German rapprochement which is invaluable. Our presence would undoubtedly consolidate this and contribute towards the balanced development of the Community. These, then, are most powerful reasons why we should use all our strength and energy to find a solution to the problem of a closer relationship between ourselves and our partners and the European Economic Community. It is against these political factors that we should place the very real difficulties of finding a solution in the economic and commercial field.


‘Above all, I think that the technical and commercial matters I have mentioned must be . . . set in the context of the unity of Europe and the contribution they can make towards the freedom of Europe, of the unity and freedom on which peace depends.’13





This speech was followed by a punchy contribution from Denis Healey, who criticised Heath and the Government generally both for a lack of clarity so far as policy towards the Treaty of Rome was concerned – and also for dwelling on the subject to so pronounced a degree. It is extraordinary to be reminded just how pro-EEC the leadership of the Conservative Party was becoming – and how lukewarm or even hostile Labour would be, from the mid-1940s until the mid-1980s. Nonetheless, Government papers reveal just how precarious the situation did become at times. In the summer of 1961, Heath’s successor as chief whip, Martin Redmayne, was strongly urging caution; and officials at the Foreign Office (on 5 July 1961) warned that the French were spoiling for a fight:




‘General de Gaulle . . . believes that if, improbably, the UK did apply to join the EEC, it would be difficult to fit her in to it, because of the difference between her national and imperial traditions and that of the other member states. On the other hand, General de Gaulle does want the UK, still at the centre of her Commonwealth, to be associated in some way with the achievement of his primary objective, which is to build a West European confederation under French influence, strong enough to pursue a world-wide policy largely independent of the vagaries of American policy, and, if need be, to stand up against Soviet pressure with only intermittent American support. The more distressed he becomes by manifestations of American “immaturity” the more anxious he is to secure British cooperation and consequently the more ready he is to contemplate British membership of the EEC, if this is the only way in which it can be secured . . . The most unexpected advocates of British accession are the federalists led by M Monnet . . . [who] believes that although British participation might alter the character of the European Community, the UK, once in, would want to make a success of it and would be a positive element. He probably overestimates the extent to which his own federalist ideas might take root here . . . We have to remember the element of arrogance in General de Gaulle himself: there is nothing to be lost and something possibly to be gained by giving him advance warning of our decision to apply for membership, as long as we confine ourselves to telling him what we propose to do and do not invite him to declare his attitude in advance.’14





Macmillan decided it was time for formal negotiations to begin and ‘Grocer’ Heath – the man who impressed and depressed simultaneously with his grasp of the details – was born.


Over a year of hard negotiating began. Heath was supported by the so-called ‘Flying Knights’ – senior officials Sir Eric Roll and Sir Pierson Dixon – as he sought to grind away opposition to British accession, both at home and also amongst sceptics in the Six. Publicly as well as privately, Heath sought to reassure prospective European partners that the application was being made with serious and constructive intent, for instance in an important address to Ministers from the Six in Paris on 10 October 1961, given just as the negotiations began:




‘We shall be anxious, once we are members of the Community, to work with you in a positive spirit to reinforce the unity which you have already achieved . . . The British Government and the British people have been through a searching debate during the last few years on the subject of their relations with Europe . . . In saying that we wish to join the E.E.C., we mean that we desire to become full, whole-hearted and active members of the European Community in its widest sense and to go forward with you in the building of a new Europe. . . In a world where political and economic power is becoming concentrated to such a great extent, a larger European unity has become essential. Faced with the threats which we can all see, Europe must unite or perish. The United Kingdom, being part of Europe, must not stand aside.’





Just two days later, Heath was at the Conservative party conference in Brighton, as delegates debated ‘The European Common Market and the Commonwealth’. Although in much of his speech he sought to reassure delegates about the position of the Commonwealth, on the subject of sovereignty and the political aspects of the EEC he did not mince his words:




‘We have to form a judgment on events in the future, for the next 15 years or 25 years or 50 years, in order to judge correctly how to form our path . . . If the final decision is not to enter Europe, it will be impossible to reverse that decision for many, many years to come . . .The best way to maintain our freedom and independence . . . is, in fact, in unity with other countries in a free Western world . . . This group of nations in Europe is going to have a great influence on political affairs . . . I am not one who has an inferiority complex about our ability to influence the Community when we play our full part in it. Our voice will be heard and our voice will be welcomed . . . In every international organisation to which we belong we have given up a degree of sovereignty . . . We are going to these negotiations in a genuine attempt to reach agreement over suitable arrangements for our Commonwealth, our agriculture and our EFTA partners . . . Let us go into them with your backing, to achieve success.’





The policy of Her Majesty’s Government received an overwhelming endorsement from the rank and file. Three months later, on 21 January 1962, Heath drafted a magisterial, fourteen-page, Top Secret note to the Prime Minister. It was deeply personal and revealed his steely determination to do everything he possibly could to bring the intricate negotiations to a successful conclusion, outflanking and out-arguing the French, without ever seeking to isolate or humiliate them:




‘The British Delegation feels frustrated at the leisurely pace of the negotiations so far. . . I detect myself a growing feeling among the other Delegations in the EEC that, after a bold start in Paris, we have not in fact pressed our case as hard as they had expected . . . I also believe that these other Delegations looked forward to our presence at the negotiating table because they had expected us to be able to do what none of them had successfully done, namely to be able to stand up to the French and to outwit and outmanoeuvre them. They are beginning to feel disappointed in us in this respect . . . We . . . suspect the EEC, and the French in particular, of wanting to carry on the process of negotiating by watering down our proposals, by exacting concessions without reciprocating them, and by making the UK fit into a Community of the Six rather than by co-operating in the creation of an enlarged Community of Ten . . . Taking the negotiations as a whole, my general conclusion is that our object should be both to speed them up and to bring the greatest possible pressure to bear on the EEC. We should do this . . . by being firmly and persistently but politely aggressive . . .’15





Whilst Heath remained hopeful and his remarkable energies never dipped, he had become aware of a difference in outlook between the UK and even the more favourably inclined nations of the Six:




‘It has now become clear that we and the Six approach these negotiations from two basically differing standpoints. The Six are expecting the UK and other applicants to adapt themselves to fit into the pattern of the already existing Community of Six. We on the other hand are approaching the negotiations with a view to arranging appropriate alterations to the existing framework which would suit the enlarged Community. The Six have so far shown themselves to be rigid in their position and in order to make any progress it is we who have had to make all the concessions to break the log jam. If the negotiations are to succeed it will be necessary at some point to have this out with the Six and make it clear that some concessions must come also from their side.’





In late February 1962 there was talk of a ‘grand remonstrance’ – and possibly a daunting month of continuous negotiations. Heath again wrote confidentially to senior colleagues, in terms that still carry formidable power and relevance today, especially in the year of a hotly contested referendum on the UK’s membership of the European Union:




‘On the continent of Europe support for the idea of European integration comes from all sections of political opinion – except the two extremes. In several countries it has been the principal bond between the parties of the centre: and it has been a sufficiently effective bond to ensure that the great divide in politics has come not down the middle, but on either side of the centre.


‘There are widespread misconceptions on the political obligations which we would have to accept if we join the EEC. Many people suppose that we should be entering a federal super state in which our national sovereignty would be swallowed up and which would result even in the disappearance of the British monarchy. These misconceptions thrive because of uncertainty as to the exact political content of the European communities . . . The Treaty of Rome has no political provisions, though an eventual political objective is implicit. In the absence of any explicit definition of political aims it is probable that in the course of time the process of economic integration would have led to a corresponding process of political integration along the same lines.


‘Before this political process could begin, however, the French Government, which combines an extreme jealousness of its national sovereignty with a desire to create a powerful European grouping, came forward with proposals for a separate political organisation to complement the existing economic organisations.’





One French proposal now was to institute regular meetings of Heads of Government to discuss foreign affairs – with all and any binding decisions to be taken only by unanimity. This was an early iteration of what would later become the so-called ‘Foreign Affairs Pillar’ of the European Union. In light of the seeming guarantee for a national veto, Heath felt able to write:




‘There is nothing here to cause us any misgivings . . . It is true that when General de Gaulle disappears from the scene the pressures in Europe to advance towards federalism will build up again. But if we are members by that time we can effectively prevent this advance if we want to do so . . . In short a European Political Treaty gives us a guarantee that the processes of economic integration contained in the Treaty of Rome cannot drag us into a federalist super state against our will.’





On 10 April 1962, Heath was in reassuring and expansive mood when he addressed the Ministerial Council of the Western European Union in London:




‘You yourselves have decided that those who want to join the Economic Communities as full members must also join the Political Union. I am sure that this was the right decision. If this European Union is going to achieve the great things which we confidently expect of it, then, in our view, it must be political as well as economic. As members we should want to strengthen its political development . . . We have all along recognised that the Treaties of Rome and Paris had a political as well as an economic objective. It therefore came as no surprise to us when the six Governments, having successfully established the foundations of their economic co-operation, began to consider how they could develop and define the conditions for closer political unity . . . We are looking forward to joining you as soon as possible in constructing a Europe united politically as well as economically.’





This speech – amongst many others of a similar tenor, all made publicly and on the record – makes a total nonsense of claims that Heath played a leading part – or even the leading part – in a conspiracy to conceal, or even understate, the political significance of joining the EEC. If anything, he was a cheerleader from the outset for the concept of political integration. In his speech to the party conference in Llandudno on 11 October 1962, Heath adumbrated themes that would remain close to his heart and to his thinking until his dying day:




‘We have seen two great groups develop since the end of the last war – the United States, the Soviet Union. Now a third group, of the countries of Europe, is growing stronger – economically stronger, and with that a political cohesion [is] developing . . . What is our attitude? It is that we welcome these developments in Europe. We welcome the abolition of old rivalries . . . Europe is incomplete without Britain and we in Britain are incomplete without Europe. Therefore we wish to play our full part in this great development . . . Never at any time have we hidden the fact that these political issues loom foremost in these decisions . . . If we are going to face up to the fundamental problem of the political relationship of Britain with Europe, we must also face up to these other questions being openly discussed of the use of sovereignty and the best use to which we can devote it in the modern world . . . We are not being asked to go into a Federation, but we . . . want to play our part in devising these new arrangements in Europe itself to give us yet greater political cohesion.’





By the end of 1962, however, even Heath was struggling to remain positive. Every indication was that, despite the months of gruelling negotiation – and the remarkable consensus that had been established between the British Government and its equivalents in West Germany, Italy and the Benelux countries (or, as Heath would argue subsequently, precisely because of that consensus, which threatened French hegemony in Western Europe) – France almost certainly intended to veto British accession on any terms. Macmillan’s burgeoning (and somewhat surprising) relationship of warmth and trust with President Kennedy was not helping matters. Successive summits at Rambouillet and then Nassau left de Gaulle with a grievance, persuading him that the task of weaning the British off their preferential (and, as he saw it, deferential) relationship with the US and turning them towards Europe was all but impossible. These manoeuvres served only to foster even greater French paranoia about the supposed dominance of the Anglo-Saxon nations – and Macmillan wrote a private note to Heath on Boxing Day 1962:




‘I only trust nothing I have done at Rambouillet or Nassau has increased your difficulties. My impression of de Gaulle is that he is friendly to me personally, not unfriendly to Britain (always remembering the insults which he conceives were put upon him by Churchill during the war), wants friendly relations with Britain, but does not want us now in the Community because he is in a mood of sulks about the future of Europe politically and would like to stay where he is with France dominating the Five.’16





Macmillan’s sense of foreboding was not misplaced. In January 1963, de Gaulle did indeed veto British accession to the EEC. For Heath this was a bitter reverse and one he found hard to forgive. He wrote warm letters to senior figures in the other five national governments of the Six, demonstrating that, for him at least, this was definitely unfinished business:
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