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            Introduction

            An Influential and Divisive Figure

         

         Whether or not you approved of Margaret Thatcher, there can be little doubt that she was the most significant female British politician of the twentieth century. Who, though, came second?

         This book sets out the case for awarding the silver medal to Marcia Williams, ennobled in 1974 as Baroness Falkender. She was best known officially as the private and political secretary to Harold Wilson, Prime Minister of Great Britain between 1964 and 1970 and again from 1974 to 1976, and unofficially as the first woman to run the country from 10 Downing Street, over a decade before Thatcher took office.

         I have been a political ‘insider’ and observer of British politics since the 1960s. My late husband, Austin Mitchell, was the Labour MP for Grimsby between 1977 and his retirement in 2015, and I have been a television documentary maker and journalist for over forty years, working on projects such as World in Action’s ‘Why I Want to Be Leader by Margaret Thatcher’ and Westminster Women, published by Vintage in 1998, right through to the Channel 4 Political Awards that ran for a decade but died overnight in the wake of the xMPs’ expenses scandal. In all that time, I saw a hell of a lot of politicians, but I never met Marcia. She was much more of an insider than me.

         Austin was one of those who did know her, and it was our discussions about her and how society and politics had moved on since her reign in No. 10 which motivated me to write this book. It turned out we had a lot in common, Marcia and I, from our passion for Yorkshire politicians to our eagerness for the advancement of equality for women.

         In their own way, both Marcia and Austin were Labour Party mavericks who stood outside the party’s mainstream. He was a long-serving backbench MP who never achieved ministerial office. He was never a team player, stubborn and individualistic but kind and popular on both sides of the house yet cursed like so many by bad luck in timing – he became an MP after winning a by-election just two years before the 1979 general election. He was sixty-three when Tony Blair came to power in 1997 – a generation older than the 44-year-old New Labour leader.

         Marcia Williams, on the other hand, never stood for or sought public office. She talent-spotted Harold Wilson in 1956, when she was a 24-year-old secretary working in Transport House, the Labour Party’s head office, and remained by his side, an increasingly influential and divisive figure, for the next forty years.

         Although Marcia lived until 2019, she was out of the public eye long before Harold Wilson died in 1995 and is largely forgotten now. In her heyday and afterwards, her critics wondered why Wilson was so loyal to her. They regretted, privately and in public, what they regard as her baleful influence on him. While recognising and discussing her faults and her failings, I try to offer a more balanced xiview of her achievements. Like so much of life, it should never have been a binary choice – you didn’t have to be either for Marcia or against her. But for too many, it was. And the loudest voices were against. This book seeks to rescue Marcia – a simply brilliant tactician and politician – from the patronising, misogynistic and dismissive verdicts of various male enemies and to suggest a more nuanced context to and understanding of her actions and reactions.

         In my view, there is a strong argument that Harold Wilson’s political successes were a direct result of his recognition and acceptance that he needed the support that Marcia’s practical and organisational skills and active and acute political antennae offered. It was a genuine and enduring partnership between a man and a woman at the top of the political ladder, never seen before or since in British politics.

         In modern parlance, Marcia had Harold’s back, unconditionally, for decades, during which many of his colleagues saw it as a target for their daggers. The price he inevitably paid, though, was a whispering campaign echoing down the years that she must have had ‘something’ on Harold for him to put up with her for so long. Because she was, particularly in later years, prone to acting like a prima donna and causing trouble when working as political secretary to a Prime Minister sixteen years her senior, tales about her abounded.

         Westminster has long been notorious as a gossip-infected bubble. Sometimes the gossip is true; often not – or it has been exaggerated or inflated by those with an agenda. Marcia was a victim of this relentless rumour mill. She was lucky she was politically active before the internet age, when it would have been so much worse for her. Some stories appear in this book that have been hard to either xiiprove or disprove but seemed to me to warrant inclusion in order to present as rounded a view as possible of her vital contributions to public and political life in the 1960s and ’70s.

         Many of the people who gave Marcia a helping hand are now dead. Others, embarrassed by the possibility of a vicious backlash, stay silent.

         As a result, there are gaps in the narrative, especially after Harold Wilson’s retirement through the gradual decline in Marcia’s health until her eventual death in the Newstead Lodge Nursing Home in Southam in Warwickshire in 2019. The Bodleian Library’s Wilson collection has desk diaries from 1975 until Harold’s death in 1995. Meticulously but sparsely filled in by Marcia, they record trips to the doctor and dentist, the Scilly Isles and an annual visit to Bob and Betty Maxwell’s home in Oxford. The sad vapour trail after a hectic political life.

         Although both Harold Wilson and Marcia Williams wrote conventional memoirs, they are less than illuminating when it comes to the details of their complex and lengthy relationship. Others have filled some of the gaps and I have quoted from their works or summarised their views where I felt it appropriate to do so and where they could add value to the story.

         Since this is not an ‘academic’ book, more a personal attempt to understand what made Marcia tick and prove how and why she should be recognised as a groundbreaking female Labour Party pioneer, I have not provided footnotes. I hope the story of Marcia will attract readers who would run a mile to avoid a conventional political biography but enjoy the story of her outstanding contribution to British political history and her stunning disregard for the rules xiiiof the game as dictated by some of the men who ran Britain in the 1960s and ’70s.

         When Harold Wilson made the shock announcement of his retirement as Prime Minister in 1976, Marcia was immediately outed as the creator of the ‘Lavender List’ – Wilson’s suggestions for honours for those who had served Britain and the Labour government. The list, in Marcia’s handwriting on lilac notepaper, had apparently been dictated by Harold as he dashed along a corridor in No. 10 and jotted down by Marcia running beside him, pen and paper at the ready. Well, that was what Harold and Marcia claimed, but Joe Haines (Wilson’s press secretary) and a great many journalists, civil servants and politicians believed the Lavender List was dreamed up by Marcia alone, to reward people who had helped her out financially and perhaps even sexually while she had been working with the Prime Minister. The story and angry discussions about who to blame lived on well into the twenty-first century when the BBC commissioned a drama, The Lavender List, written by Francis Wheen, the deputy editor of Private Eye, and based on Joe Haines’s memoirs and Bernard Donoughue’s diaries. As soon as it was broadcast, Marcia sued the BBC and settled out of court for £70,000 and the promise that the BBC would never show the drama again. To this day, the story of the Lavender List has cast a long shadow over Wilson’s legacy and cost Marcia her place in history.

         The past for women is often a blurry negative of cooking, pot washing, childbirth and a few clever grannies who could crack codes at Bletchley Park or protested against cruise missiles at Greenham Common. It’s so important that we begin telling more women’s stories – the good, the bad and the mundane. We have a right to xivour history, to find out how tough it was for the women who went before, and a right to be proud of them for their achievements, no matter how big or small.

         This book is the story of one woman, daughter, mother, aunt and grandmother just eight years older than me who was a pioneer in twentieth-century Britain. The first woman to wield real power in 10 Downing Street, Marcia has, however, been forgotten by the historical narrative. It’s time to restore her to her rightful place among the great and the good of the Labour Party and British political history.
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            Who Was Marcia?

         

         When Queen Elizabeth II acceded to the throne on 6 February 1952, there were just eighteen female MPs in a House of Commons of 650 members. When Charles III became king seventy years later, over a third of the whole House were women. For the first time there were more female Labour MPs than male, and just over a third of all the Conservative government ministers were women.

         The seventy years of Elizabeth’s reign neatly encompass the adult working life of Baroness Marcia Falkender, the first woman of real power at the top of a British government. Marcia was political secretary, political partner and adviser to Harold Wilson, who was Labour Prime Minister from 1964–70 and 1974–76. She masterminded his victory as leader of the Labour Party after the death of Hugh Gaitskell, and she was a strong and expert adviser at his side when he triumphed in four general elections. Most important of all, Harold Wilson and Marcia Falkender were an unbreakable partnership, politically wedded to each other and equal contributors to his first general election victory on 15 October 1964. From that moment on, however, her power and her position were constantly challenged. Misogyny, jealousy, a private life that shocked those 2who knew about it and accusations of money-grubbing and bribery all contributed to her reputation as a public nuisance who needed to be got rid of. Urgently.

         The world has changed utterly since 1956 when Marcia Williams, an ambitious and politically astute young graduate from London Queen Mary College, got a job working with Harold Wilson, an equally ambitious Member of Parliament sixteen years her senior. Yorkshireman Harold was a scholarship boy, Oxford educated and regarded as ‘brilliant’ by the academics who taught him, the civil servants he worked with and his Labour Party colleagues.

         Northampton scholarship girl Marcia, daughter of generations of bricklayers and builders and a mother who believed that she herself was the illegitimate daughter of King Edward VII, had some of that all-important ‘extra value’ necessary for a woman making her way to the top in the 1950s: a qualification in shorthand and typing from St Godric’s Secretarial College in Hampstead.

         In Paul Gallico’s 1958 story Mrs Harris Goes to Paris, filmed again in 2022, Mrs Harris, a London cleaner with a passion for haute couture, cheerfully explains to Christian Dior and his executives facing strikes and bankruptcy that if they sack most of their female staff they will be bankrupt even quicker. Mrs Harris summed up perfectly the contribution made by the female workers to the famous fashion house: ‘We clean up everybody’s mess and make everything in the garden lovely. We’re the ones they rely on. They don’t even know what we do, but without us, it all goes tits-up!’

         It was just the same in politics. Many female Labour Party members spent the whole of their membership in the kitchen at their local Labour HQ, very occasionally wiping their hands on their aprons 3and appearing at the back of the room when an election had been won, or an MP retired. Marcia was different.

         One person who knew her in the late ’50s, the future BBC political editor John Cole, recalls spotting Marcia’s political abilities as soon as they met:

         
            I had known Marcia Williams from shortly after my arrival in London when she was Harold’s secretary and he was shadow Chancellor. She had a sharp political brain and after he became Prime Minister, she was often helpful to me in giving a well-balanced judgement of how the Labour Party would react to some policy. Although nominally an adviser, she was amongst the shrewdest Labour politicians of her period.

         

          John Cole also praised Marcia’s skill when it came to winning elections:

         
            Just before the 1964 election campaign she was leafing through the Radio Times to check if anything appearing on television on the eve of polling day might reduce the turnout of voters. To her horror she discovered that Steptoe and Son, one of the most popular programmes of the period which at its peak could draw 28 million viewers, was scheduled an hour before the polls closed, the time when the largest number of Labour supporters traditionally came out to vote.

         

         Marcia informed Harold, who called the BBC director-general Hugh Carleton Greene, to argue that this temptation could reduce 4the turnout of Conservative as well as Labour voters. Sir Hugh dryly asked the Leader of the Opposition to suggest an appropriate alternative programme.

         ‘Greek drama, preferably in the original,’ joked Harold.

         The BBC agreed to move Steptoe. Labour won 317 seats, the Conservatives 304 and the Liberals nine, an overall majority of just four seats. Later Wilson said that but for Marcia and her ingenuity, he would never have become Prime Minister.

         Today, like so many women of the past, key workers and influential in so many fields, Marcia Williams is almost entirely forgotten, and those who turn to Google or Wikipedia can learn no more than the opinion expressed by many who knew little of her and followed the crowd: that she was a female hysteric who abused her boss in front of co-workers and got away with it. The civil servants determined to quench her power were misogynists almost to a man. Her female co-workers, apprehensive of disagreeing with their male bosses, moaned and gossiped about her reputation for haughty and bossy behaviour. Perhaps they had a point. Marcia, right from the start, complained that when they went on the road with the Prime Minister, the female staff of No. 10, behatted and high-heeled, were too well dressed and glamorous to be credible representatives of a Labour Prime Minister. These ‘Garden Room Girls’, the female typists who kept No. 10 running behind the scenes, many of whom had just like Marcia been privately educated and attended secretarial colleges, were rightly miffed.

         Some men waited over thirty years until Harold and many of his Kitchen Cabinet had died and then released journals and diaries which focused on Marcia’s sad private life and suggested that single-handedly she ruined Harold Wilson’s chances of being 5remembered as a ‘great’ Prime Minister. His government had a whiff of corruption, and it was always blamed on Marcia. She was tall, blonde and powerful. ‘Why did she have such a hold over Harold?’ The assumption was that she was some historical Monica Lewinsky figure who turned a botched sexual encounter or two into a way of blackmailing the most powerful man in the land. It wasn’t true of Lewinsky, and it wasn’t what happened between Harold and Marcia. From the day they met in 1956 until the day Harold died forty years later, they were political partners who shared a passion for politics and supported each other totally. Both had enormous talents which complemented the other’s and together they were a formidable power couple who gave their all to getting Labour elected and re-elected from 1964 to 1970 and twice in 1974. But in Labour Party history, there is no mention of the vital role played by Marcia Williams. Today, large numbers of clever and enthusiastic young people eager to make their political way become special advisers at No. 10 and play key roles advancing the power of those they work for, and frequently become politicians themselves. But Marcia Williams, who singlehandedly carved out a place for the political party to play an important part in Downing Street to complement the civil servants who dealt with the machinery of government, is completely forgotten.

         It has become commonplace to hear politicians tell the public it’s a great shame that UK Labour has never had a female leader. Conservatives point triumphantly to their three, and Labour wonder out loud why it hasn’t happened for them, speculating on the reasons for this omission. They need to ask themselves why during the great years of successful ‘all-women shortlists’ and the arrival of the first women in the great offices of state (Foreign and Home 6Secretaries) they have never understood or encouraged the unique skills women from every background can bring to the table. Some of those skills like housekeeping, organising accounting and public relations are still rubbished by male politicians who are only happy to accept female colleagues who think and work like the men they have replaced. Tony Blair was delighted to carry 101 female MPs with him into the Commons in 1997, but he was cheerfully sheepish a few years later when he admitted he couldn’t work a washing machine, and his match for Marcia, Alastair Campbell, still refuses to perform any household duties at all. I suggest, as Mrs Harris did, that ‘womanly’ skills are still being ignored as a real contribution and ‘acting up with the blokes’ is not the right answer in the search for a female Labour leader. The very first time I arrived in Flood Street, Chelsea, to film Margaret Thatcher at home, her son Mark answered the door. She greeted me at the kitchen sink, scrubbing away at a pie dish with a Brillo pad. Then when I was about to leave and I mentioned that I was going home to my tiny twins in Yorkshire, she commanded Denis to drive me to King’s Cross. I never forgot that.

         Marcia Matilda Field, later Williams, occasionally Williams-Terry and finally and triumphantly Baroness Falkender of West Haddon, was for most of her adult life famous, even notorious, among those in the know. Inside the Westminster bubble, politicians, civil servants and journalists alike gasped and gossiped behind their hands about Marcia’s supposed exploits. Readers of the new and important satirical magazine Private Eye, which began in 1961, gasped with amazement about her affairs. Could she really have concealed two pregnancies and produced two illegitimate sons ten months 7apart, fathered by the chief political correspondent of the Daily Mail while working as the Prime Minister’s right-hand woman in No. 10? Well, it turned out she could. Joe Haines, head of Harold Wilson’s press office, did the maths and reckoned that Daniel Williams-Terry, Marcia’s second son, was conceived on board Britain’s appropriately named warship HMS Fearless during the Rhodesia talks off Gibraltar in 1968. Pauline Windross, now a Huddersfield pensioner, recalls looking after both of Marcia’s newborns who, just ten months apart, were smuggled into her care in Westminster apartments, while Marcia went back to work in Downing Street.

         Marcia Williams was at the leading edge of a new group of talented professional women who began to emerge slowly in the second half of the twentieth century. She was cool, organised and very efficient. If she was doing the same job today, she would be hailed by admirers as ‘a difficult woman’, which is now a badge worn with pride by those who have made their way to the summit of their chosen career paths neatly sidestepping or clambering over the men on the route.

         In October 1956, when she was hired by the Labour MP for Ormskirk, Harold Wilson, as his personal secretary, Marcia immediately became so much more. In six years, she deftly guided his rapid rise from his double starring role as chairman of the Public Accounts Committee and shadow Chancellor of the Exchequer to Prime Minister, where he served for nearly eight years. She took on the relationship between an MP and his constituents, solved problems, sorted injustices and strengthened the bond between them. She became Harold Wilson’s bosom buddy and closest adviser and never really left his side again until he died nearly forty years later, 8suffering from colon cancer and dementia. Marcia worked for him and supported him to the end. She stood side by side with his widow Mary at his funeral.

         Marcia died in 2019 – in a private nursing home, battered, broken by illness and virtually penniless. Four years later, no will nor probate declaration has been published, so we must assume her net worth was small. Ade Adenuga, who owns Newstead Lodge, told me that Marcia, who always had a story to tell, was popular with the other residents. He also enjoyed her company and had been hoping that Marcia would recover. She had promised him a lunch at the House of Lords if she could make it.

         Her obituaries spoke of her power and her skill in dominating a Prime Minister, and many gave examples of her ability to bend the Prime Minister to her will. ‘If only he could have rid himself of Marcia,’ they mused, ‘he would have been up there with Thatcher and Blair as one of the great Prime Ministers of the twentieth century.’

         Except for a couple of carefully arranged and sympathetic television interviews fixed by Harold Wilson when he stood down as Prime Minister in 1976, one with Judith Chalmers for Thames Television and one with Austin Mitchell for Yorkshire Television, there was never any attempt to defend Marcia by anyone except Harold. She seems to have been universally feared or scorned by the people she worked with: civil servants, politicians and parliamentary staffers all had their tales to tell of her appalling behaviour, her hysteria and the way she bullied her boss and anyone else unlucky enough to get in her way.

         Newspapers and radio and TV companies sent journalists and photographers to lay siege to her various houses and speculate 9endlessly about her activities and her relationship with the Prime Minister. She became a serial star of Private Eye, occupying more column inches than almost anyone else. In the magazine’s topical index, entries for ‘Falkender’ take up three times as much space as the next subject, ‘Falklands War’.

         In 1974, fed up with what he saw as Marcia’s totally unjustified persecution by the press, Harold nominated Marcia for a peerage. The Eye, in homage to Uri Geller the king of spoon bending, dubbed her ‘Forkbender’ and it stuck. It seemed her only publicly acknowledged achievements were twisting outcomes rather than spoons, and winning libel suits.

         Today, few people have heard of Marcia. Those few may have had their memories jogged by Sinead Matthews playing the part of adviser to the Prime Minister in a cameo role in the Netflix series The Crown.

         There is a scene in Downing Street just after the Aberfan disaster on 21 October 1966, when slagheaps in the mining village erupted and slid down, burying the village school. In total, 144 people were killed, including 116 children.

         Harold Wilson, frustrated, explains to Marcia that the Queen is refusing to visit the site of the tragedy immediately because she feels that her appearance in a small Welsh village would deflect attention away from the tragedy and on to her. There is, he says, nothing he can do about it.

         The Crown’s Marcia is seen screaming angrily at her boss, urging him to explain the rights and wrongs of the situation to the monarch. The fictional lines Marcia speaks in the show are based on her reputation for abusing and controlling the Prime Minister.

         ‘You’re pathetic! You disgust me! If you ever want to be a real 10leader, a real man, a real socialist, you’re going to have to grow some balls!’

         ‘Ah yes, Forkbender!’ Private Eye readers will have recalled. But what viewers were watching was a fictional encounter based on reports mostly from journalist Joe Haines, who was head of Wilson’s press office in the 1970s, of Marcia’s intemperate behaviour much later in her political career.

         Marcia’s brief appearance in The Crown encapsulates everything she had become infamous for in the 1970s. Although she was sixteen years his junior, Marcia was said to exercise an incredible degree of control over Wilson. She shouted, screamed and abused him in private, according to Haines in Glimmers of Twilight, published in 2003.

         There is no doubt that from the beginning of her career in Downing Street in 1964, she interfered, she stuck to her guns and disagreed firmly and positively with anyone who got in her way. But reports of her behaviour were frequently tainted with sexism. In the Labour governments of the 1960s, her enemies were misogynistic civil servants who saw her as a super-gatekeeper protecting Harold Wilson from the long-established relationship between them and a new Prime Minister. But like her or not, everyone in the 1960s saw her as incredibly smart and efficient and the first woman to wield real power in Downing Street. So, what changed in the 1970s and ignited the public bonfires of abuse? Her huge reputation for hysteria and out-of-control behaviour – bolstered, I will argue, by large quantities of drugs – began only after the arrival of her secret sons and the rapid departure of their father.

         Reports of her erratic behaviour in the 1970s are legion. Lord (Robin) Butler, who has been private secretary to five Prime Ministers, Cabinet Secretary and head of the civil service, recalls that at 11the beginning of his civil service career in the 1970s, Marcia worked hard to get him sacked and thrown out of Downing Street. That would have finished his amazing career almost before it began. Even today in his eighties, Robin Butler remembers what a great nuisance Marcia could be:

         
            I established an easy personal relationship with Harold and with Bernard [Donoughue] because he was easy to establish a relationship with, and Joe Haines too. I hadn’t known him before but that worked fine, so we were a group now. The political side – Marcia and Albert Murray [who had been the MP for Gravesend but lost his seat in 1970 and was made a peer in the Lavender List] – they were always a bit separate. We were dealing with the policy and they were dealing with the politics, but from the beginning Marcia was a bloody nuisance and such a bloody nuisance that I could hardly believe it.

            She would arrange commitments and engagements for Harold without any concern for what was in his official diary, clashing engagements and so on, using the Prime Minister’s car when she wanted to go shopping or pick up her children from school and generally behaving in a way that for me, aged thirty-four and a slightly idealistic ingenuous civil servant, seemed to be completely shocking and of course all the more shocking because it was in contrast to the very austere days of Ted Heath, when everything was like a gentleman’s club.

         

         One wonders whether such unconventional, forthright behaviour in the high-stress environment of Downing Street would have drawn the same criticism if it came from a man.12

         Civil servants in the 1960s and ’70s were as famous for their ‘reserved’ behaviour as they were for their bowler hats. Marcia mentioned after her first visit to Downing Street that they all assembled mid-afternoon to drink tea from china cups. If you’ve seen Bill Nighy in Living, you get the picture.

         A report from the Social Mobility Commission in 2021 opened with:

         
            Emotional detachment and understated self-presentation are seen as the behavioural hallmarks of senior civil servants, perhaps in contrast to their political leaders. But this ‘neutral’ behaviour can be both alienating and intimidating for those from working class backgrounds. Those working in Ministers’ private offices or who have led during a national crisis, for example, tend to get promoted, often helped by senior colleagues with similar cultural and socio-economic backgrounds. Those left behind tend to be in operational roles – where bottlenecks occur and progress is slower or non-existent. The barriers to advancement are there from the start.

         

         And here was Marcia, entering a largely male world side by side and perfectly in step with Prime Minister Harold Wilson as he led Britain in the 1960s and ’70s. How could this be? Was she blackmailing him? Had something happened between them that he was frightened could be revealed? What kind of man was he to allow a woman such control? Who was this woman, the very first to wield real power in 10 Downing Street?
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            When Harold Met Marcia

         

         The story of Harold and Marcia and their special relationship began on 23 April 1956 in the Harcourt Room, a gracious Palace of Westminster dining room overlooking the River Thames. Today it’s called the Churchill Room, and the walls are adorned with paintings of Britain and Europe by Winston Churchill himself. Back in the 1950s, however, the space was dark and sombre, the river boats glittering through the windows and Commons mice and the odd rat scuttling along the skirting boards on their well-trodden route from the river to the kitchens and back.

         Newly married Marcia Williams – aged twenty-four and armed with a history degree from Queen Mary and a shorthand typist qualification from St Godric’s in Hampstead – had just begun work at Transport House, Labour Party HQ, headed by General Secretary Morgan Phillips. Eager to get stuck in, Marcia was tasked, along with the more-experienced staffer Irene Litherland, with arranging and overseeing a dinner for the Labour Party’s top men and a distinguished international delegation. Unbeknown to anyone else in the room, Marcia Williams had been in contact several times with one of the Labour politicians present that night – the shadow Chancellor Harold Wilson – but, intriguingly, he wasn’t aware of this.14

         At Transport House, the beating heart of the Labour Party, Marcia shared an office with three other women – two were older and would have been regarded as right of centre in the party, but the third was more like Marcia, both in age and the fact that she enjoyed talking about her left-wing beliefs.

         Morgan Phillips watched everyone carefully and made sure that his workers and the policies that came out of Transport House firmly supported the right wing of the party and its leader Clement Attlee.

         Marcia, on the other hand, confesses that she was a great admirer of Aneurin ‘Nye’ Bevan, the Welsh politician who had spearheaded the founding of the National Health Service:

         
            He was a hero figure to all of us, particularly younger members of the party. We admired and idolised him but were never sure what he would do. There was a sense among many people that he didn’t have the qualities needed to put his ideas into practice. We were looking round for someone else who could fulfil that role.

         

         And Marcia felt that she had spotted just that person: Harold Wilson, the Lancashire MP who had just come back from a nationwide tour of local Labour Parties across Britain. With the meticulous hard work he had become known for in head office, Wilson had come up with a plan to reorganise and secure the future of local parties. He’d also attracted a nationwide army of supporters who liked the young MP who had made the effort to visit them.

         Marcia had also heard that Wilson had been a successful civil servant during the war, and even had head office approval for the 15work he did as a junior minister in the Ministry of Works and then in the Department of Trade in Clement Attlee’s post-war government.

         So, it’s safe to say that young Marcia had a bit of a crush on Harold, the ambitious left-wing politician sixteen years her senior. When she’d been at school, she’d written loads of letters to the American film stars she and her friend Ann Cauldwell had admired on their weekly visits to the cinema in Northampton. Ronald Reagan, Gary Cooper and Frank Sinatra had all had letters from Marcia requesting autographs and telling them how much she’d enjoyed their performances.

         Marcia decided to put her letter-writing skills to good use in her work life too and began writing to Harold Wilson – but she did so anonymously.

         She knew that her boss Morgan Phillips was a very staunch supporter of Hugh Gaitskell and all the other MPs on the right wing of the party. ‘He knew how to manage the party and keep it in line with what Gaitskell wanted.’

         But Marcia thought that there was a deliberate putsch against Harold in head office, beginning with an attempt to keep him off the organisation subcommittee.

         So she began sending infrequent notes to Harold warning him of ‘certain things that were happening’ which might affect his progress. ‘I know what I did was wrong,’ she confessed, ‘but I wanted to see the left and Harold succeed.’

         Eight years before he won the 1964 general election and became Britain’s first Labour Prime Minister in thirteen years, Harold Wilson was chosen and helped on his way by a young and recently graduated shorthand typist who spotted his talent and acted on it. 16It was many years later when she told Harold what she had done. ‘Harold afterwards joked that he wondered who this person could be, and how were they so well informed. He did not know any of this when he appointed me as his secretary in October 1956.’

         So Harold Wilson and Marcia Williams met officially for the first time at that dinner on 23 April 1956, immortalised by both of them as ‘23456’, according to Joe Haines, the head of Wilson’s press office in the 1970s, who claims Marcia froze with fear if he taunted her with the memorable number.

         That was the night Marcia and Harold were present at the famous falling out between leading politicians from the Labour Party and the two most important men in the Soviet Union.

         Communist Party First Secretary Nikita Khrushchev and his sidekick Soviet Premier Nikolai Bulganin were on a visit to Britain as guests of the Conservative government. It was such an important event that historians dubbed it ‘the crossroads of the twentieth century’.

         The Russians had arrived by warship and were then escorted around the country in limousines, trains and a new and glamorous Vickers Viscount aircraft. They were entertained by mayors and business leaders. They met the Queen and members of the royal family and visited important and successful industries. There were always British Cabinet ministers at their sides, entertaining and explaining. By the evening of 23 April, everyone on both sides agreed that the tour was going well.

         The Russians were trying to give a good impression of what the Soviet Union had to offer the world. ‘Socialism carried on the wings of Soviet science,’ explained Khrushchev.

         The British government made sure their tour was jam-packed 17with events designed to show off the best of Britain. There are hundreds of pages of transcripts of speeches and conversations at all the events. There are also films, radio broadcasts and interviews.

         But the celebration on the evening of 23 April was something different. The Russians were to be hosted in the dining room at the House of Commons by leading figures from the Labour Party, including the leader, Hugh Gaitskell, as well as George Brown and Harold Wilson.

         Wilson, the shadow Chancellor, was keenly interested in Russia and Russian technological advances and he had been a frequent visitor to the Soviet Union.

         In 1946, MPs’ pay had been increased to £1,000 a year with no staff or travel allowances. It was part of an MP’s job to raise the money to pay for their travel back and forth to their constituency and to pay anyone they wanted to employ, so Harold Wilson had a side hustle. He worked for Montague L. Meyer, a successful timber importing company, and he often went to Russia on Meyer’s business. He worked out of their London offices in the mornings and went off to the House of Commons for the afternoon and evening. This practice was quite standard among MPs at this time. They were lawyers and other professionals in the morning, and they arrived in the Commons in time for prayers at 2.30 p.m. Shirley Summerskill, then MP for Halifax, recalls working as an accident and emergency doctor at Westminster Hospital in the mornings and running along the streets to the Commons after lunch.

         The Westminster dinner on 23 April 1956 was the only opportunity the opposition were given to be alone with the Russians during their ten-day visit.

         Party boss Morgan Phillips oversaw the evening, but he handed 18over the organisation of the event to Irene Litherland and the office’s newbie, Marcia Williams.

         Ben Pimlott, in his biography of Harold Wilson, said that Phillips kept tight personal control of everything in the Labour Party from his office in Transport House, driving policies firmly to the right of the central reservation. No British communists were to get a look in. Everything in the party must be firmly fixed and Phillips was fixer-in-chief.

         Irene and Marcia went about their work, adjusting place settings and showing guests to their tables, but as so often happens at events in the Commons, not all the guests turned up. Phillips instructed ‘the girls’ to grab the spare seats, get out their notebooks and keep a shorthand record of everything that was said.

         Marcia recalls:

         
            It was a tough assignment, and I was frozen with fear one minute and covered with nervous perspiration the next. Harold Wilson, who sat at the end of the top table a short distance away from my seat, sensed my nervousness and was extremely sympathetic. I never forgot his kindness that evening.

         

         CIA reports made public fifty years later described the dinner as a fiasco. Khrushchev antagonised the Labour leaders by repeating charges he had made in India that Britain and France had urged Hitler to attack Russia. Labour leaders replied with a plea for the immediate release of Soviet Social Democrats and trade unionists who were in custody. Drink was taken enthusiastically by both sides, and Khrushchev roared that he found it much easier to talk to the Conservative UK government than the British Labour Party.19

         A member of the shadow Cabinet, George Brown, who already had a solid reputation as a ‘world-class’ imbiber, began picking on Khrushchev’s student son who was sitting at his table. ‘You don’t always agree with your father about everything, do you?’ he encouraged the lad.

         Fuelled by anger and even more alcohol, the row raged on until just before midnight, when Labour leader Gaitskell rose to speak. Even though the atmosphere was tense, Gaitskell raised the topic of antisemitism in the Soviet Union. He asked Khrushchev to consider the release of Social Democrats imprisoned in Eastern Europe.

         ‘Why should we care what happens to enemies of the working class?’ Khrushchev bawled. The evening ended in total disarray and leaked reports of the unhappy event featured in newspapers around the world.

         Some months later, Marcia’s detailed shorthand notes of the chaotic dinner were reproduced in the Daily Express. Someone had leaked them for £500.

         Reports of Harold and Marcia’s interactions when they left the dinner vary, with some saying that she left the Commons to wait for the night bus to Golders Green, and that Harold saw her in the queue and stopped to give her a lift on his way home to Hampstead Garden Suburb. A man called George Caunt had a different tale to tell.

         Caunt was an election agent working out of Transport House on the night of the Russian dinner. He was later to become the organiser of Harold Wilson’s general election campaigns, employed at 10 Downing Street and a part-time member of the inner circle. He was Wilson’s election agent in 1964, did odd jobs for Harold and worked closely with him and with Marcia. He was awarded a OBE for his 20efforts in Harold Wilson’s 1970 resignation honours. Caunt fancied himself as something of a historian. He had written a short series called Essex Yesterdays: Holidays into History. Like others who were close to Wilson and Marcia, he decided to write a memoir of their time together.

         On 23 February 1977, the front page of the Sun newspaper was headlined ‘Marcia and Secrets … the proof’. Caunt, like many others, had become interested in the reports of endless rows between the recently retired Prime Minister and Marcia and had begun researching and writing a book on their relationship. The Sun had cherry-picked some accusations from the manuscript.

         Caunt claimed that Wilson allowed Marcia to see secret and classified documents when she worked for him but without the correct security clearances for staff at No. 10. He highlighted a casual approach to paperwork, with ‘secret files scattered about’, and protests from Derek Mitchell, then chief secretary and the head civil servant in Downing Street, that Mrs Williams was being given access to highly confidential information without a proper security clearance.

         I immediately began a search for the Caunt book but found it was never published. Like so many others before and since, he had sold an extract from an unpublished manuscript to a newspaper but never completed the book. George Caunt died in the 1980s and his widow sold his papers to Leeds University on the understanding that the boxes could not be opened for thirty years. They had remained unopened until I applied to see them in 2021.

         Caunt had never completed his book, but he had done some serious research on Marcia, including his version of events from 23456, the night Harold and Marcia met.

         ‘The meeting ended in confusion and Wilson offered Marcia 21Williams a lift in his car, and that night began an affair which was to last 5/6 years,’ Caunt wrote.

         Caunt said that Harold had watched Marcia diligently taking shorthand notes of the speeches, went up to her and introduced himself and offered her a lift home. It’s easy to imagine how exciting that car journey must have been. A disappointed British politician who loved visiting Russia and admired the Soviet Union’s scientific advancements, and an ambitious young woman just out of university who already deeply admired the politician and was writing him anonymous letters, revealing her boss Morgan Phillips’s eagerness to keep the British Labour Party firmly to the right under its leader Clement Attlee. It seems that the car journey was a long one. There was much to discuss.

         ‘Marcia Williams returned late, and they were both worried about Mr Williams waiting up for her. They agreed on a secret sign at the executive committee meeting the next morning (sugar in the saucer) if Mr Williams had been awake and asked questions,’ Caunt claimed.

         Caunt was convinced that Harold and Marcia had begun an impassioned affair on 23456 and he went to some lengths to provide some evidence:

         
            By the autumn of 1956, Wilson was looking for a secretary and a secret arrangement was come to between the two that after the 1956 Labour conference, she would leave the Labour Party to become his secretary …

            Wilson was at Meyer’s and Mrs Williams operated from there until 1960 when he became chair of the Public Accounts Committee at the House of Commons with a large office. Mrs Williams 22moved in … After the 1959 general election, Mrs Williams was at the House and seen regularly by many people …

            Often the two would arrive at the Strangers’ Cafeteria in the House of Commons at about 7 p.m. and go over correspondence etc. There was a lot of gossip and scandal at this time as she always walked closely behind him, and they always sat at a table for two.

            In 1957, she became very fat, particularly her hips, and an outspoken woman asked her when it was coming. Mrs Williams blew her top at the suggestion. Sometime later, probably six months to a year, she reappeared and was quite slim. Since then, she has been on a rigid diet.

         

         And there ended the report. Many who worked in and around the Commons in the 1950s believed that Harold and Marcia were an item following that fateful dinner on 23456. They had a close and intimate relationship which was due to last a lifetime. Bernard Donoughue, whose Downing Street Diary was an important source of information about Marcia’s day-to-day behaviour when they both worked together in the 1970s Labour government, told me that Bill Housden, who had been Harold Wilson’s loyal driver over the years, had said that he had often delivered Harold to Marcia’s home and picked him up much later. When I asked Margarete Field, Marcia’s sister-in-law, whether she thought Harold and Marcia had had an affair in the early days of their relationship, she laughed bitterly and said, ‘Well, what do you think?’

         The most intriguing hint to what might have happened in 1957 appears in Richard Crossman’s Backbench Diaries. He writes on 29 March 1957:23

         
            To dinner last night and Harold turned up trumps. To my annoyance, having said he would come early, he arrived forty-five minutes late, but he melted my heart when he explained that this was because he had been with his secretary who had just had a nervous breakdown. He had spent twenty minutes on the phone with her husband. All this was really endearing since afterwards he had said, ‘Take my mind off her for God’s sake by discussing pensions,’ so I did.

         

         Marcia believed that everything said about her – the accusations, the allegations, the libels which dogged her for all her lifetime – had one root cause. She was a woman in a society not ready for a woman in power, and if not in power, certainly not at the right hand of the man who was.
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