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            INTRODUCTION

         

         This started out as a book called The Strange Death of Labour England.

         We were going to describe the inexorable process, which began in 1979 and continued through the Thatcher and Blair years, of dismantling the England we were brought up in, and replacing it with something much harsher, nastier and crueller; the England our children are going to have to live in because it is what the baby boomer generation have dumped on them. It was conceived over lunch in that most loved of Rabelaisian Labour canteens, the Gay Hussar Hungarian restaurant in London’s Soho.

         That was the book we intended to write right up to 10 p.m. on 8 June 2017. Like most people, we had begun to assume Labour’s experiment with left-wing leadership would end that day in crushing defeat. This was despite the astonishing signals we were beginning to pick up on the ground, during the campaign. Yes, even seasoned optimists such as us were being ground down by the modern-day political curse; the pundits, their polls and their predictions.

         Prime Minister Theresa May’s gamble of calling an unnecessary general election when she thought Labour was weak and divided and headed by a leader unpopular with his MPs and the mass media looked like it was paying off with a massively increased majority. She had even kicked off her campaign in Labour Halifax. And Labour, we thought, would react to defeat by plunging rightwards. It would look for a Tony Blair lookalike to lead it, and give up all hope of reviving Labour England. It would probably look, we felt, towards David Miliband, who was clearly, once again, looking at himself.

         It was a book born out of unrelieved gloom. But the very next morning, during an excited telephone call, we changed not just the title of our book, but our vision of the future. Labour England would be reborn, but it would look very different. Not the strange death, but the strange rebirth.

         The title was a tribute to George Dangerfield’s 1935 classic The Strange Death of Liberal England, and, just as Dangerfield did not mean just the Liberal Party, we didn’t mean just the Labour Party.

         We meant the Labour England that created, sustained and empowered the Labour Party and Labour governments; that made the country more caring, more instinctively irreverent and egalitarian, less class-ridden.

         Labour England made the country what it was where we begin in 1978. The accepted narrative of this time was that this was an era of the Winter of Discontent, of unacceptable trade union power, of inflation and general mismanagement. But there is another narrative that better reflects both the truth and the Labour England of that time.

         Britain had never been more equal as a society; the gap between rich and poor, never as narrow. Working-class families had jobs, often unionised jobs, which paid moderately well. Council housing was plentiful, family cars and holidays affordable. Young people actually got a chance to be creative if they wanted to before getting a job or going to college. People were, by and large, happier. They were more secure. They had a clearer idea about what was right and what was wrong.

         Labour England was fundamentally a decent place. There was little time for the vulgar, idle rich, and there was respect for our public services and our public servants. Rather than make huge losses, as is the accepted narrative, the nationalised industries usually made pre-tax profits, which were ploughed back into them, and they belonged to us – the people. There was a powerful attachment to a welfare state and health service that cared for people from cradle to grave. Labour governments and the Labour Party would not have existed without Labour England and, if they had existed, they would have been powerless.

         Labour England was many things.

         It was the National Health Service, Labour’s greatest and proudest creation. So powerful and deep was its reach into the nation’s psyche that even Margaret Thatcher wouldn’t dare to destroy it.

         It was the trade unions. A substantial section of the workforce were members of trade unions that fought for their interests at work, achieved great advances in health and safety conditions at work, and much else besides.

         It was adult education, where those without material advantages were taught politics and the humanities: the local adult education institutes, university extramural departments, the Workers’ Educational Association, Morley College, the places immortalised in Lee Hall’s play The Pitmen Painters. In the 1970s, every university worth its salt had an extramural department. Today they all have business studies departments instead.

         It was second-chance education. It was Birkbeck College, London, and the polytechnics, and a few of the universities, and Ruskin College, and, famously, the City Lit in central London. The City Lit is still there, but most of the people who used to go there forty years ago could not afford it today. Ruskin College was a route out of mindless routine work for thousands of trade union members, who went there sponsored by their unions; and Ruskin is just now closing its trade union courses.

         It was Harold Wilson’s new Open University.

         It was universities where students received grants based upon their parental income and didn’t pay tuition fees. Universities that encouraged mature students, that rejoiced in the arts, that had, at their heart, the idea that education was important for the sake of it, and not just for advancing up a career ladder.

         It was community schooling. The idea of free comprehensive education for all, championed by the National Union of Teachers and Anthony Crosland, was that there should be a good local primary and secondary school wherever you lived, and communities were cemented by local schools that most children attended, and most parents cared about. Today schools are expected to compete for the brightest and easiest-to-teach pupils.

         It was powerful local councils, able to provide a counterbalance to government, able to take decisions on priorities, and on the shape of local education, free of the dead hand of government control imposed in the Thatcher years.

         It was council houses and council estates and the communities they housed.

         It was local libraries.

         And, of course, it was the Labour Party at a local level, fractious, quarrelsome, but alive with self-belief.

         Labour England was also that curious meeting of minds, often between self-taught (or educated by life) working-class trade unionists and middle-class liberal intellectuals. You could see that alliance in human form at Labour Party general committee meetings in places like Norwich, Oxford and Bristol. They came together describing themselves often as ‘socialists’ or sometimes ‘social democrats’.

         And we do mean Labour England, not Labour Britain. It has its counterpart in Scotland and in Wales. But that is a different story, for a different book, and best written from Scotland and Wales. We mean the place where we, and Jeremy Corbyn, and John McDonnell, recovered from our childhood illnesses in the very earliest NHS hospitals, grew up, and were educated in the lavish, generous style of Labour England.

         Though Labour England grows organically, independent of government, it can be helped along by government, and it can be destroyed by government. We thought it had been destroyed for our lifetime by the efforts of the Conservative and New Labour governments, and our task could only be to write its obituary, and hope that our children would have the chance to oversee the creation, not of the Labour England we knew, but of something that did the same job, something better, one day.

         And what Jeremy Corbyn showed on 8 June 2017 is that we might, just might, not have to wait that long. If a Labour leader, from what the media called the ‘hard’ or ‘extreme’ left of his party, can come so close to victory, can deprive the Conservative Prime Minister of her parliamentary majority, then surely we are close to one of those sea changes that the last Labour Prime Minister of Labour England, Jim Callaghan, described?

         Callaghan was reflecting during the 1979 general election. He told his aide, Bernard Donoughue:

         
            There are times, perhaps once every thirty years, when there is a sea change in politics. It then does not matter what you say or what you do. There is a shift in what the public wants and what it approves of. I suspect that there is now such a sea change – and it is for Mrs Thatcher.

         

         He was right. There were five such sea changes in the twentieth century. First, there was the Liberal landslide of 1906 that brought Henry Campbell-Bannerman, a quiet but determined radical, to Downing Street – producing the first rudimentary welfare state and reforming the House of Lords. Then, in 1931, the nation was terrified by economic collapse and its brief experiment with Labour government, and there was a sea change for the Conservatives.

         The third sea change, in 1945, gave Labour’s Clement Attlee the chance to create a welfare state and a different sort of society, as soldiers returned once again from the battlefields in search of a more equal country; the fourth, in 1979, gave the equally able and determined Margaret Thatcher the chance to destroy some parts of it and damage the rest. The fifth sea change was in 1997, when Labour was elected by a landslide; but its then leader Tony Blair made rather less use of it than Attlee and others had done.

         Worse, Tony Blair set out to traduce much of what those previous Labour governments had done. Notoriously ignorant of both history and sentiment, Blair came to believe his own PR hype. His New Labour experiment was an exercise in ‘year zero’ politics, because, for him, little worthwhile of note had come before.

         We are due the first sea change of the new century, and Corbyn has demonstrated that it may be near. So it doesn’t matter if a host of wise pundits tell us that Jeremy Corbyn isn’t prime ministerial. We don’t need someone prime ministerial. No one is prime ministerial until they become Prime Minister. In 1945, Prime Ministers were thought to be figures of Churchillian magnificence, until the modest, suburban Mr Attlee walked into No 10. In 1964, Prime Ministers were elderly, public-school-educated gentlemen who had fought in the First World War, until a brash, young, state-school-educated Yorkshireman named Harold Wilson took the top job. There is plenty of time for Corbyn to look prime ministerial when he is Prime Minister.

         And there’s no point in Labour looking for a leader who won’t be monstered by the Murdoch and Rothermere press. The media will savage whomever Labour elects, just as Lord Beaverbrook monstered Attlee – unless a Blair-style deal is done with Rupert Murdoch or his monopoly-controlling social media successors, and the price of that would make the election victory not worth having.

         Never mind about looking prime ministerial. Labour’s leader needs to be like Attlee, someone with the quiet steadfastness of purpose to make the most of the sea change, if it occurs on his or her watch. Someone who can grab the chance while it’s there, as Attlee did, and ignore the many siren voices saying that it can’t be done.

         It doesn’t, of course, have to be Corbyn. Corbyn isn’t infallible. He has made some bad mistakes and taken some seriously bad advice. We are not Corbynistas, and – as the reader of this book will quickly see – we are far from blind to his faults and are worried about whom he is listening to. But we feel confident that, should a sea change happen while Jeremy Corbyn is leader, he will not waste the chance to change the world. And, if he has gone by then, his legacy will be that Labour has learned the lesson that it does not have to sell all its principles to win.

         So this book turned from an obituary for a lost England, to a celebration of an England we suddenly, against the odds, think we dare to hope to see. It will not, of course, be the England that has been lost; and in our Afterword you will find our best guess as to what it might look like.

         But it is also an attempt to challenge the narratives about Labour and about Labour governments; about some key events and some key individuals. For over forty years, the agenda, the language, the whole way of looking at things has tended to be shaped by a remarkably small number of pundits, commentators, think tanks and professional politicians. Their world view is, by its very nature, narrow. It has also been dismissive, by and large, of the trade unions or working-class voters who didn’t tend to vote the way they should, or listen to the sage advice of those who always know better.

         This book is the story of Labour England, starting when it was at the height of its powers in 1978 and Jeremy Corbyn was both a product of it – and one of its most uncompromising defenders.

         Corbyn, as a relatively young man in 1978, saw Labour England, not as a finished piece, but as a work in progress, to be improved upon if we only had the imagination and nerve. But this, as it turned out, was a massive miscalculation. There was a sea change to come in 1979, and it was the wrong sea change. It was not time for bold advance, but for stout defence. And the bitterly divided Labour Party was in no condition to defend it due to the machinations of the 1980s; the interminable constitutional wrangles and the open warfare. Corbyn is not exempt from blame for all of this.

         That’s where our story begins – in 1978.

         It ends in 2018, with our best guesses about what will follow.

         We both know, like and respect Jeremy Corbyn, and believe he could make a good Prime Minister and achieve some of the things we hope for from a Labour government. But so could lots of people.

         We are both the sort of people who feel faintly uncomfortable if we find ourselves, by some mischance, swimming with the current. We are uncomfortable with personality cults, and with intolerance of other people’s genuinely held principles and opinions. We were never attracted to the ‘democratic centralism’ once favoured by communists, and then seamlessly adopted by New Labour, nor the narrow intolerance of many left-wing factions. We’re not Corbyn’s enemies, although some of his advisers probably think we are, for they come from that strand of socialist thinking which believes that the most dangerous people are not on the right, but those on the left with whom you have differences.

         We are critical friends. The left-wing publishing house Verso considered our proposal too ideologically unreliable to take on, and Corbyn’s office managed to keep their man away from us while we were writing the book, even though Jeremy managed to poke his face outside his prison for long enough to say that he’d like to talk to us.

         But we know who Corbyn is, where he comes from, how he became what he is. We have grown up with him, been where he has been, seen what he has seen. And we want to tell you what it was like, and what it could be like. This book started life as a mournful obituary for a lost world, a better world than the one we currently live in. On 8 June 2017, it turned into an optimistic prophecy.

      

   


   
      
         

            CHAPTER ONE

            IT WAS THE BEST OF TIMES, IT WAS THE WORST OF TIMES

         

         Here is a joke that did the rounds in the late ’70s – when trade unions were a power in the land:

         
            The union’s general secretary had had a nasty operation. The president came to visit him in hospital.

            ‘Morning, general secretary,’ he said. ‘National executive met yesterday. Wished you a speedy recovery.’ He helped himself to a handful of grapes before adding, ‘Motion was carried by nine votes to seven with three abstentions.’

         

         The unions were in their pomp. Their power was worth fighting each other for, or at least it seemed to be. All those power struggles in all those smoke-filled rooms, at conferences in Brighton and Blackpool, in the back rooms of the Advisory, Conciliation and Arbitration Service (Acas), they were all for a prize worth having.

         Or were they? What was there when the smoke cleared? It had looked like power. It had smelled like power. It had tasted like power. But it wasn’t. It was only the appearance of power.

         A dreadful drug, that. We could name you half a dozen trade union leaders who were hooked on the appearance of power in the dog days of Jim Callaghan’s government. For the myth that the trade unions were all-powerful suited everyone. It suited the Conservatives and the press. They needed to make everyone frightened of the people they called trade union barons, so they would leave the unions in droves, and the profits could go to shareholders, not employees.

         It suited the union leaders, because it made employers frightened of them (and, in at least half a dozen cases we could name, it fed a vanity the size of the Eiffel Tower.)

         So, union leaders looked powerful. It is hard to imagine it now, but, in 1979, union leaders were national figures. Jack Jones, Hugh Scanlon, Joe Gormley, Lawrence Daly and Alan Fisher, to name but a few – most people could name them. Newspapers solicited their opinions, if only to then disparage them for the most part. They pronounced magisterially on most subjects, sat on royal commissions and were given peerages when they retired.

         At the start of 1978, the Fire Brigades Union called off its first-ever national strike, having won a pay formula that served firefighters well for the next two decades. It seemed to reinforce the idea that unions were powerful and invincible. And yet the power was a myth. Firefighters were in a powerful position because they risked their lives so that we could be safe, and if they withdrew their labour, we felt less safe. There was a sterner test to come.

         And that test showed that, with a Labour government in power, with a good case to argue, and when it threw everything it had at the enemy, the unions could be defeated by one rather slimy small businessman who ran a picture processing factory in Brent, north London, called Grunwick.

         The businessman was called George Ward, and he had successfully kept trade unions out of his company ever since he founded it, thirteen years earlier. A look inside would have told you why. Most of his workers were Asian women who had first migrated to east Africa from what was then British India, before arriving in Britain when they were expelled, or made unwelcome in Kenya, Uganda and Tanzania.

         Without a union, they had little idea how to enforce their rights. Mr Ward is said to have told one worker, ‘I can buy a Patel for £15.’ Jayaben Desai, who became the de facto strike leader, said, ‘Imagine how humiliating it was for us, particularly older women, to be working and to hear the employer saying to a young English girl, “You don’t want to come and work here, love, we won’t be able to pay the sort of wages which will keep you here.”’

         Their confidence can hardly have been boosted when, in a widely publicised television interview in January 1978, the Leader of the Opposition, Margaret Thatcher, said, ‘People are really rather afraid that this country might be rather swamped by people with a different culture.’

         They joined a white collar-trade union called APEX (now part of Unite) and had been on strike for union recognition for two years. Everything in the unions’ armoury had been deployed to try to help them. When George Ward wouldn’t meet the union, the arbitration service Acas offered to mediate, but Ward said no and fired the 137 strikers. Jayaben Desai was taken to hospital after a management car passed over her foot. Police refused to act, but, just a week later, they arrested a picket for obstruction, and, three days after that, another woman picket was knocked down by a management car.

         Roy Grantham, general secretary of APEX, asked Employment Secretary Albert Booth to set up a court of inquiry into the dispute. TUC general secretary Len Murray asked unions to help APEX in any way they could. The Union of Post Office Workers (UPW) refused to handle Grunwick mail, but withdrew the instruction when threatened with legal action.

         The strikers picketed chemist shops, which, in those days, took in pictures and sent them to places like Grunwick to be developed. Fifty-one dismissed strikers took their complaint of unfair dismissal to the industrial tribunal, but the tribunal ruled that it had no jurisdiction in the case.

         Three government ministers, Shirley Williams, Fred Mulley and Denis Howell, joined the picket line. A Labour MP, Audrey Wise, was arrested on the picket line. It tells you something that, at what is supposed to be the height of union power, and under a Labour government, all that the government’s ministers could do to help was stand hopelessly on the picket line. This is not the behaviour of triumphalist trade unionists shouting, ‘We are the masters now.’

         None of it worked, so mass pickets began, and it got ugly – and newsworthy. Police arrested eighty-four pickets on the first day of mass picketing. Management paid what it called ‘loyal workers’ extra and had them driven through the pickets in buses. At vast public expense, police cleared a way for them.

         In the summer of 1977, the Yorkshire and Scottish miners joined the picket line. The weapon the press had prepared everyone to fear above anything was on its way to London from Barnsley.

         That weapon was called Arthur Scargill, and it was said – by himself in particular – to have single-handedly defeated the government during the 1972 miners’ strike, by preventing deliveries to a fuel storage depot in Birmingham. The battle of Saltley Gate, as it became known, led to the local police chief calling for the gates to the depot to be closed to preserve public order, much to the delight of the flying pickets.

         This was very much a high-water mark for trade union power, however ephemeral it proved to be. It may even have given rise to a pop group of the same name. Another flavour of that time in popular culture was a band called Strawbs, whose ‘Part of the Union’ was an instant hit and a favourite for any half-decent send-off for ex-union men and women at funeral services even decades on.

         At Saltley, Arthur made a lot of noise, garnered a lot of media attention, was arrested, and was sent back to Yorkshire.

         The picket line threw together a young couple, dressed in similar garb, who were later to become rather better known. It wasn’t a case of ‘love on the dole’, more ‘love on the picket line’. Harriet Harman and union official Jack Dromey were frequent attenders at the Grunwick picket line. Jack, full bearded and splendidly uncompromising, was photographed holding the megaphone for Arthur.

         There was a national day of action against Grunwick. The High Court rejected a challenge by George Ward to an Acas ruling that he should recognise the union. A government report, the Scarman Report, called for union recognition and reinstatement, and Mr Ward told them what they could do with their report.

         And that was it. The TUC had thrown everything at it. They had thrown the armoury of negotiation and the law, they had thrown mass pickets, they had thrown public opinion at it – for this really was a group of employees being rottenly treated. They had even thrown Arthur Scargill at it.

         But at Grunwick, the unions had lost. Comprehensively and utterly. Even though four members of the strike committee staged a hunger strike outside TUC headquarters, the generals of the movement – the men (they were mostly men) whom the press called union barons, or union bosses, even though they were elected, unlike company bosses such as George Ward, could see nothing for it but surrender.

         Anyone who tells you that the trade unions ran the country until Mrs Thatcher came along to rescue us should remember what happened at Grunwick in 1978, when Britain had a Labour government and Mrs T was no more than a recently elected and untried Leader of the Opposition, undergoing elocution lessons.

         Not that this was at all evident to the men who led the unions. They had become self-consciously statesmanlike, and contributed to the myth of their unbridled power by speaking in the cautious, orotund manner of those whose lightest word could sway the fate of nations. They sounded like politicians.

         Even the miners, who had ridden to the rescue of the Grunwick workers, were led by Joe Gormley, a comfortable, statesmanlike, middle-of-the-road figure, who hailed from Lancashire.

         But Gormley was sixty-one, and could retire any moment, and the nation trembled at the thought that he might be succeeded by one Mick McGahey, the best-known communist in Britain. Gormley, however, like Baldrick in Blackadder, had a cunning plan. He intended to delay his retirement until McGahey was too old, under the union’s rules, to stand for the job. That would surely dish the left. The union would be bound to fall back on another moderate figure like, er, Joe Gormley.

         These matters were followed closely by the newspapers. No self-respecting national newspaper was without its labour and industrial correspondent – the broadsheets like The Times, Guardian and Telegraph had a whole team of them – and they considered themselves the cream of their profession, and often aped the mannerisms of the union leaders whose slightest word they reported.

         Labour correspondents were known to turn down a move to covering Parliament. Why would they want to hobnob with some dreary Cabinet minister? They were on ‘fancy a pint’ terms with the general secretary of the Union of Construction and Allied Trades.

         Union leaders were as well known as top politicians, no matter how grey and colourless they might appear. And they didn’t come much greyer or more colourless than David Basnett, leader of one of the country’s biggest general unions, the General and Municipal Workers’ Union (GMWU). A tall, elegant, stately and slightly shy man, Basnett sounded rather like a provincial bank manager. (In those long-dead days there were still banks in the provinces, and banking was still a respectable profession.)

         And it was this distinctly un-revolutionary figure who founded Trade Unions for Labour Victory (TULV) in July 1978.

         His thinking was this: there had to be a general election no later than 1979. The unions were determined to keep Jim Callaghan’s government in power, and they confidently expected that Prime Minister Jim Callaghan was going to call a general election before the end of 1978. Newspapers had been speculating about it for weeks and no denial came from Downing Street. Even more significant – or so the union leaders thought – was the fact that their private soundings had not led to a denial either.

         So when the TUC met in Brighton at the beginning of September, Basnett uncoiled his tall frame and launched into the nearest he could get to a rousing speech, which wasn’t very near at all. Rousing speeches were not this stiff, conventional, middle-aged man’s style, but those who were there awarded him an A for effort.

         Having made that effort, Basnett was understandably miffed when Callaghan blew into Brighton, playfully teased the delegates and the press about their expectations of a general election, and said there wasn’t going to be one. He even sang a little song, a snatch of an old music hall song:

         
            
               There was I, waiting at the church,

               Waiting at the church,

               Waiting at the church.

            

         

         And added, ‘I have promised nobody that I shall be at the altar in October.’

         Basnett probably knew the rest of the song, the bits that the Prime Minister did not sing. It would hardly have improved his mood, for it goes like this:

         
            
               When I found he’d left me in the lurch,

               Left me in the lurch,

               Left me in the lurch.

               Lor, how it did upset me!

               All at once, he sent me round a note,

               Here’s the very note,

               This is what he wrote:

               ‘Can’t get away to marry you today

               My wife won’t let me!’

            

         

         Callaghan was not the first, and certainly not the last, Prime Minister to have come unstuck over election timing. But it was a pretty strange decision. The Labour government had a wafer-thin majority and had survived on a pact – not a coalition, mind – with the Liberals that had just expired. The polls showed a Labour lead. The unions wanted him to go to the country as soon as possible, before the fragile pact between government and unions, which kept pay claims down, disintegrated.

         The danger signs were there, for anyone who wanted to see them. The previous year, a Gallup poll found that 54 per cent of the people thought that Jack Jones, leader of the Transport and General Workers’ Union (TGWU), was the most powerful person in Britain, ahead of the Prime Minister. Earlier in the year, Jones, the trade unions’ most inspirational figure at that time (and perhaps of any time), retired.

         His powerful personality had been the key to holding the unions uneasily to the pay freeze. Just before his retirement, he had tried to commit the TGWU to another year of wage restraint – and the conference had overturned him.

         Chancellor Denis Healey asked Jones’s successor, Moss Evans, to have another go. Evans knew his limitations. ‘If they did that to Jack Jones, can you imagine what they’d do to me?’ he said to Healey.

         So, on 26 July, the TUC general council voted to reject the government’s 5 per cent pay rise limit and insist on a return to the policy of free collective bargaining.

         This, then, was the pre-Thatcher world. It’s a world held up to us today as a model of everything we must never be again, and not just because of the mythical stranglehold the trade unions are said to have had on it.

         If you fiddle aimlessly with your TV remote one night, you may come across an especially cheap-to-make programme called It Was Alright in the ’70s in which minor celebrities are played clips from 1970s shows and advertisements. They then put on their most shocked tones to say ‘whoa’ and ‘what?’ and ‘They thought that was OK?’

         In one clip, a pretty young woman in a miniskirt was ogled, and the journalist David Aaronovitch was wheeled on to provide instant genteel horror. (Genteel isn’t what the earthy Mr Aaronovitch does best, but he’s a trouper and he put on a show.) Then a bit of ’70s soft porn came on the screen, and Mr Aaronovitch upped the shock level.

         But you know, soft porn is fairly creepy in any decade, and it’s still around.

         Norman Lamont was on television recently explaining how, as Chancellor, he had rescued the railways, which he said were ‘a basket case’ in the ’70s, by privatising them. Britain’s rail system wasn’t perfect pre-privatisation, but anyone who was there will tell you that it was a whole load better than it is now.

         It needed vast subsidies – it still does. Fares were predictable. If you wanted to go to, say, Exeter, you just looked up the price of a ticket to Exeter. Now it’s a lottery. The fare might be a bargain or it might be millionaire territory. It is little comfort, if you are asked to travel to Birmingham for a ludicrous price, to be told that there’s a special offer on trains to Exeter.

         Trains had enough toilets – these days you’re lucky to find one, even luckier if it’s working. You could get sleepers to all sorts of places to which you can no longer get sleepers.

         Intangible things were better too. It was a kinder society. There is something especially cruel and unfeeling about much of today’s public discourse after nearly four decades of neoliberal government.

         It is fashionable to deride the ’70s. But it was a good time to be alive – and especially to be young – arguably far better than anything we have seen since.

         Working-class youngsters could just about afford to live in cities like London. They had enough to get by, to pick up instruments, form bands, set up magazines and be creative.

         And that’s not just sentiment from superannuated socialists. In 2004, the New Economics Foundation calculated that 1976 was the best year to be alive in Britain. They measured our material standards as well as levels of crime, family breakdown, economic inequality, welfare spending, pollution and the cost of living.

         It’s been downhill ever since. The last of the glory days of Labour England were in 1978. That winter, it was to meet its greatest trauma since 1931, and nothing would ever be the same again.

         It started at Ford. In September, car workers went on strike after the company – which had had a good year, and could afford more – offered them a 5 per cent pay rise in line with government pay policy. In October, the Labour Party conference called for the abolition of the government’s pay policy. In November, a strike by members of the Bakers, Food and Allied Workers’ Union at Allied Bakeries and Rank Hovis McDougall caused panic buying of bread, and Ford settled for 17 per cent.

         In December, Times Newspapers Ltd announced its intention to suspend publication of all its titles, including The Times, until agreement was reached with unions over a new industrial relations structure. The papers did not appear again for a year. Briefly the unions looked as though they might be notching up a large-scale victory, but it wasn’t a particularly satisfying victory.

         The government wanted to impose sanctions on Ford and 220 other companies for their breach of the pay policy, but the House of Commons wouldn’t let them.

         In January 1979, more lorry drivers’ strikes had the government planning for a state of emergency. Moss Evans agreed with ministers a list of emergency supplies which were officially exempt from action, but local shop stewards were not always amenable to instructions from above.

         Fifty thousand schoolchildren in Stockport were sent home due to a shortage of central heating fuel after a lightning strike by 2,000 tanker drivers and fuel depot workers in the north-west.

         On 10 January, Prime Minister Callaghan returned from an international summit in Guadeloupe and denied there was ‘mounting chaos’ in Britain, which allowed The Sun to run its famous headline; a picture of a smiling Callaghan over a screaming banner that read, ‘CRISIS? WHAT CRISIS?’

         Callaghan, of course, never said those words or anything like them, but most people thought he had. As it happens, he didn’t have a luxurious tan when he flew in from sunny Guadeloupe to a Britain shivering under heavy snow in the harshest winter since 1962/63; but most people thought he had.

         Train drivers began a series of 24-hour strikes, and the Royal College of Nurses asked for nurses’ pay to be increased to the same level in real terms as they had had in 1974, which meant a 25 per cent rise. There was a public sector ‘day of action’ including a 24-hour strike and a march for a £60 minimum wage.

         Ambulance drivers and ancillary hospital staff took strike action, to screams of outrage from the press. Waste collectors went on strike, and the Conservative council in Westminster piled its rubbish in the most prominent place possible, which was Leicester Square, and helpfully pointed out to the Evening Standard the rats it had attracted.

         And then some gravediggers in Liverpool and Manchester went on strike.

         Nothing that went before had brought out Fleet Street’s finest in quite the same roar of self-righteous fury. ‘They won’t even let us bury our dead’ screamed a Daily Mail headline.

         Newspaper readers were treated to hair-raising accounts of the horrors they were apparently living through. Corpses would soon be rotting in piles on street corners. There were to be great funeral boats, and dead bodies would be piled onto them and taken out to sea to be chucked over the side. We were helpfully told just how long a heat-sealed bag could keep grandpa and grandma from stinking the place out. Leading Conservative Michael Heseltine told the House of Commons that there were 225 bodies awaiting burial in Liverpool and thirty-eight in Tameside. After a couple of weeks, the gravediggers settled for 14 per cent. Local authority workers, including waste collectors, agreed 11 per cent.

         And then, quite quickly, it was all over. Union leaders contributed to the myth of their omnipotence by agreeing a ‘concordat’ with the government called ‘The Economy, the Government, and Trade Union Responsibilities’, swiftly christened the St Valentine’s Day Concordat. In it, they promised to do all sorts of things they had no power to do.

         Locally, the backlog of work was swiftly accomplished, nowhere more so than in the London Borough of Haringey, where lorry drivers demanded a £340-a-week bonus to clear a backlog of work once they returned to their jobs. The claim was put to the Haringey public works committee, whose chair, according to the Daily Telegraph, cleared press and public out while it was discussed.

         The chair was a councillor who had a day job as an official of the National Union of Public Employees. His name, the Telegraph reported, was Corbyn. Jeremy Corbyn. He worked closely with another young union official, Diane Abbott, out of the union’s offices in Acton, west London, although media claims, made decades later, suggesting that the pair had taken a motorbike holiday together on the bumpy, cobbled streets of the old East Germany and earned themselves a Stasi file proved wide of the mark. They had in fact gone to France. Oddly enough, the same media failed to print a correction, still less an apology.

         Living through the Winter of Discontent was an odd experience. Newspapers and television were blasting out daily tales of the horrors we were experiencing, but as we went about our daily business, things seemed pretty normal. Sure, the streets were a bit messier than usual, but not much more so than after a couple of weeks of Christmas holidays.

         Still, it’s the England the media saw that has so far made its way into the history books. We feel we suffered, and we feel strengthened by our suffering. Our parents lived through the blitz; we lived through the Winter of Discontent.

         So successful was the press at parading the idea of a Winter of Discontent, that elections continued to be fought by the Tories over it well into the 1990s. Nor did it take much on the doorstep to have electors sagely regurgitating the horrors of that time, even though, on questioning, most found it difficult to think of anything in particular that had affected them or anyone they knew. Some had been toddlers at the time. None of this is ever discussed in the international economic context of the time. Western economies, including Britain, had been hit by the OPEC oil price hike of 1973. This had followed in the wake of the Yom Kippur War, as the Saudis in particular flexed their muscles. Inflation was a by-product and wages struggled to keep up. Any government would have struggled, but no Tory government could ever have achieved agreement with the unions over a social contract.

         In the short term, the collapse of the social contract did for Jim Callaghan’s government, and in the medium term it did for Labour England. And in the long term? As the late Zhou Enlai once said reputedly after being asked about the effects of the French revolution: it’s too early to say.

         The polling organisation Gallup gave Labour a 5 per cent lead over the Conservatives in November 1978, which turned into a Conservative lead of 7.5 per cent in January 1979, and 20 per cent in February.

         On 28 March, the government lost a vote of confidence in the House of Commons by one vote. A Conservative election broadcast was built around the constant repetition of the phrase Callaghan had never used – ‘Crisis, what crisis?’ – over footage of piles of rubbish, closed factories, picketed hospitals and locked graveyards. The general election was set for 3 May.

      

   


   
      
         

            CHAPTER TWO

            THE FORWARD MARCH OF LABOUR HALTED

         

         In those long-dead days, Labour’s annual conference played a major part in deciding what was to go into the party’s manifesto. So when Callaghan casually dumped the more left-wing proposals that the conference had demanded, it caused a furore which would sound odd in today’s Labour Party, used as it is to being treated as a tame canvassing force – at least until the recent surge in membership under Jeremy Corbyn, when it may all change again.

         Callaghan’s manifesto announced its harmlessness with the title: ‘The Labour Way is the Better Way’.

         But if Labour did not understand that the 1979 election was a battle of sharply conflicting ideologies, a battle which pitted Labour England against Conservative England, Mrs Thatcher certainly did. At the first Conservative rally of the election campaign at City Hall, Cardiff, she said, ‘The slither and slide to the socialist state is going to be stopped … halted and turned back.’

         She pledged to carry the fight right into ‘the castles and strongholds of Labour’, condemning the ‘ugly apparatus’ of ‘officious, jargon-filled, intolerant socialism’. ‘We as Conservatives believe that recovery can only come through the work of individuals … For what is the real driving force in society? It’s the desire of the individual to do the best for himself and for his family.’

         The big picture won, and Labour England lost, but not by the landslide many had predicted. That had to wait until 1983. In 1979, Mrs Thatcher had an overall majority of forty-three seats.

         Chancellor Geoffrey Howe’s first Budget cut both the standard rate and the top rate of income tax. But VAT went up sharply, from 8 per cent to 15 per cent. Prescription charges were more than doubled, and they were increased again the following year. British Aerospace ceased to be a state corporation.

         What was the labour movement going to do? It was obvious, really. It turned on itself, and feasted greedily on its own flesh.

         The unions were furious with Callaghan, whom they blamed for the calamities to come. The left were furious with him for ditching the manifesto that they had struggled to get the party to agree to. So the unions made common cause with the left to demand more power for unions and members – and less for MPs.

         They told Labour Party officials that requests for increases in union funding would not be welcome until the proposed organisational inquiry into the party, following its election defeat, had been established.

         The election of leader and deputy leader would be taken out of the hands of Labour MPs and given to an electoral college in which unions and constituency parties had the main voice. Labour MPs would be subject to a mandatory reselection process before every general election.

         The opposition to these changes coalesced around a group called Campaign for Labour Victory. Its pamphlet produced in the autumn called the left’s proposals ‘naked power politics’. It said Labour’s national executive, now controlled by the left, was ‘irresponsible’ and ‘wildly remote’ from ordinary Labour voters. ‘The Left’s preoccupation is in controlling the Labour Party, it is not in achieving government,’ it said, and mounted a campaign to wrest control of the NEC from the left.

         There was a strange irony in all of this. Trade union leaders had traditionally used their block vote to protect Labour leaders against the left. They had protected Clem Attlee against the Socialist League before the war and against the communists and the Bennites after the war, and had protected Hugh Gaitskell and Harold Wilson against the unilateralists.

         The power of the trade union block vote at the Labour Party conference had been used like a vast blunt instrument. When a vote was called, union leaders would stand and hold up a number. That was the number of political-levy-paying members they had, and therefore the number of votes they were casting. The left railed against it, and called it undemocratic.

         Now, suddenly, the left went silent on the evils of the block vote, and the right was calling it wickedly undemocratic. Which goes to show that Clement Attlee, the shrewdest of all Labour’s leaders, knew what he was talking about when he said, decades earlier, ‘Those who rail against the block vote fall silent when it is cast in accordance with their own views.’

         It got very nasty, very quickly. The TUC Congress in September debated a motion for mass demonstrations against the government’s economic policy. Terry Duffy, the leader of Britain’s second-largest union, the AUEW, wanted to oppose it, but his delegation overturned him by eighteen votes to fourteen. So Duffy publicly accused his own delegation of being dominated by communists.

         Britain’s largest union, the TGWU, supported the proposal. TUC general secretary Len Murray tried to broker a truce in the time-honoured manner, by putting pressure on the small trade union which had proposed the motion – the Furniture, Timber and Allied Trades Union (FTAT) – to withdraw it. FTAT refused. Its motion was narrowly defeated.

         It was a preliminary skirmish, rather like the phoney war that began in 1939, fearful only for presaging the horrors to come.

         Increasingly, Callaghan looked like a defeated and demoralised leader. A leader who has staked everything on the mantra ‘in order to win you must do so and so’ cannot easily survive when the party does so and so and he then leads it to defeat.

         Callaghan focused firmly on trying to avoid defeat and humiliation at Labour’s conference. He tried to persuade the NEC that the conference should not vote on a proposal that the control of the party’s election manifesto should pass to the NEC. He failed.

         He told the NEC, ‘I am deeply disappointed that I clearly have so little influence on the majority of this executive. But the decision will not rest here. You have started a battle which will go on.’

         Labour’s conference began on 1 October. That very day, the party chairman, Frank Allaun, and its general secretary, Ron Hayward, placed the blame for the party’s election defeat on the Labour leadership’s failure to back the policy decisions taken at the party conference.

         Michael Foot tried to head off the growing confrontation by invoking the labour movement: ‘If divisions grow between the political side and the trade union side then our enemies are allowed to triumph.’ At the Labour Party conference that autumn, delegates stood and applauded a fiery speech by the left-wing and now ex-Labour MP for Birmingham Selly Oak, Tom Litterick.

         He attacked Callaghan, who was still leader of the party, and who had rather revelled in his nickname ‘Sunny Jim’. Waving a clutch of policy papers which he claimed Callaghan had vetoed, he quoted a line from a popular television series featuring the late, unlamented paedophile, Jimmy Savile: ‘“Jim will fix it,” they said. Ay, he fixed it. He fixed all of us. He fixed me in particular.’ Delegates roared with approval and Tony Benn described it as a ‘courageous speech’.

         A proposal for changing the method of electing the party leader by opening it up to the entire party was narrowly defeated. But a motion calling for mandatory reselection of sitting Labour MPs was narrowly passed. So was a resolution stating that the NEC (now controlled by the left) should have the final authority over the party’s election manifesto.

         Just how was all this to work? The devil was to be in the detail. What was to be the exact balance of power between Labour MPs, the trade unions and the ordinary Labour Party members? All of that was left to next time, and the labour movement’s navel was to be the focus of its attention for months to come.

         The unions, which had helped give birth to the Labour Party in 1906 and were the backbone of what was still called the labour movement, were all facing their own versions of the battle in the party.

         Most trade unions had organised left factions. The core of this faction was normally the Socialist Workers Party, which either was or was not a Trotskyite party, depending on which obscure Marxist texts you believed. The faction normally called itself ‘rank and file’ and claimed to speak for the ordinary members, whose revolutionary zeal was supposed to be being blunted by reactionary leaders.

         These factions had their own organisations, their own conferences and their own leaders, which they claimed represented the rank and file. In one of the civil service unions, which produced a magazine called Red Tape for its members, the left coalesced round an alternative publication called Redder Tape. Left-wing teachers in the National Union of Teachers joined something called Rank-and-File Teacher, while journalists who believed their reactionary leaders were stifling the revolutionary spirit of the average newsroom hack called themselves Journalists’ Charter.

         These organisations billed themselves as the voice of the rank and file, in opposition to the voice of what they called the ‘union bureaucrats’, who they believed were holding back the rank and file and preventing mass strikes. When their union held its annual conference, they would hold their own pre-conference conference, so that they could vote in a block for what they considered to be the correct ideological position.

         Delegates to the annual TUC Congress would be greeted, as they entered the hall, by dozens of protestors from these organisations shouting, ‘TUC get off your knees, call a general strike now.’ This chant has proved remarkably resilient. You can still hear it today, if – as with the mating call of near-extinct birds – you know where to look.

         Their default position was that union leaders were reactionary timeservers, and that if you wanted something done properly, you must set up an extra committee to do it. So unions became strangled by layer upon layer of committees, all of which required their own bureaucracy.

         One former president of the National Union of Journalists (NUJ), in a conscious echo of Stanley Baldwin’s famous gibe about newspaper proprietors having ‘power without responsibility, the prerogative of the harlot through the ages’, said union leaders were left with ‘impotence without irresponsibility – the prerogative of the whipping boy through the ages’.

         Rank-and-file organisations had an almost mystical belief in the power of strike action, and an instinctive distrust of union leaders. The Socialist Workers Party actually expelled members who applied for jobs with trade unions. On the left flank of the Labour Party, the ‘Rank-and-File Mobilising Committee’ was born.

         So inside each union, left and right were tearing chunks out of each other. At the same time, the largest unions were rushing to take over smaller ones. In the years after 1979, hosts of small craft unions disappeared into the increasingly distended gut of, especially, the TGWU.

         In 1978, there were 112 unions affiliated to the TUC. Today, there are forty-nine. It increased the self-importance of the leaders of the big unions, but it helped weaken the unions and the Labour Party. People who felt loyalty to their small craft union could not feel the same loyalty to a big general union, which seemed to them to exist so that its leaders could exercise their political muscle in the Labour Party.

         If there was one thing that united left and right in the unions, it was that both sides thought the Labour Party should get its act together.

         The right thought the party it had given birth to was rushing off on some Quixotic reforming mission of its own, without consulting the old, wise heads to be found at the top of the trade unions; and they threatened to withhold their money if Labour adopted the left’s constitutional changes. The left wondered if the old, stodgy Labour Party was really the vehicle for the revolution they had in mind, and were minded to withhold money until Labour adopted its constitutional changes.

         Stuck between the warring factions, all Labour Party treasurer Norman Atkinson could do was plead poverty: ‘The party is fast over-spending its income – disastrously so.’

         In the midst of all this, it took a remarkable level of groundless optimism for Tony Benn to greet the conference decisions by telling a Tribune rally: ‘I think 3 October 1979 will be remembered by every historian of the labour movement because we have made here today very significant advances towards socialism in Britain.’

         Callaghan was now starting to sound a little like Hugh Gaitskell in his ‘fight, fight and fight again to save the party we love’ period. ‘I reaffirm, as long as I am leader, the independence of the parliamentary party. At the end of the day, it cannot be subject to any outside influence – that is a fundamental principle of the party,’ he told Robin Day on BBC’s Nationwide.

         But no one was listening. That very day, delegates voted to instruct the NEC to look into methods of extending the party’s internal democracy to ensure that the party leadership and PLP were more accountable to ‘the labour movement’.

         It was, despite Tony Benn’s euphoria, one of those conferences where nobody wins. Debates had not been about high principle, but about the fine detail of Labour’s internal procedures, and this was not a message designed to excite voters, rather the reverse.

         About the only relief came in the education debate. The education correspondents were there – in those days specialist correspondents followed policy debates. As they reeled into the bar afterwards, they agreed unanimously with the education correspondent of the Daily Express, the theatrical Bruce Kemble. ‘We’ve just heard a future Labour Prime Minister,’ said Bruce, raising a celebratory glass to his lips.

         The man they had heard, young, romantic, witty, easily the best platform speaker any political party had produced for years, was a short, stocky ginger-haired Welshman, with charm in his voice and fire in his belly.

         He was Labour’s new education spokesman, and he had attacked the government’s ‘education genocide’ and suggested a Labour government would abolish private schools. Everyone thought him the next Nye Bevan. His name was Neil Kinnock. Michael Foot, who seemed to see him as the son he had never had, would later enthusiastically refer to him as the Welsh Wizard.

         ‘What sickens me’, Kinnock told the conference, ‘is employers deploring the fall in standards of literacy and numeracy … Those are the people who were campaigning and spending hundreds of thousands of pounds supporting the Tory Party, begging for, demanding, tax cuts … You can’t have tax cuts and high standards of education.’ And he ended the passage with one of those great phrases for which he was soon to be famous: ‘They cripple our children and then taunt them for being lame.’ (Such soaring oratory would get him into severe trouble now. It occasionally did then.)

         Kinnock bravely took himself into the lion’s den on occasions. In 1978, he was invited to speak to sixth-formers at one of Britain’s most prestigious private schools, Marlborough College in Wiltshire. Typically uncompromising, he promised to abolish the school’s charitable status. Marlborough, like Eton and Harrow, was to be a fine comprehensive school. Kinnock believed that his predecessor Shirley Williams’s abolition of grammar and direct-grant schools was surely but a stepping stone. Mark Seddon, who was attending a not-quite-so-prestigious public school, had hitched a lift to hear Kinnock make this speech and joined the Labour Party the following day. (His attempt to join three years earlier had been rejected because, at fifteen, he was too young).

         Kinnock was already an immensely popular figure at the conference. Two years earlier Kinnock, who has a fine singing voice, brought the house down at the conference revue with his rendering of ‘Ol’ Man River’, about James Callaghan: ‘He must know somethin’/But he don’t do nothin’.

         But that week in Brighton introduced him to a wider audience. He got the longest standing ovation of the week for what the Financial Times called ‘a performance in the Bevan tradition – fluent, fervent and forceful’.

         Fortunately, the Financial Times never managed to penetrate the arcane filing system in the Tribune offices in Gray’s Inn Road, London. These contained a series of yellowing files with some of the earliest rhetorical flights of fancy by the young Neil Kinnock. These speeches demanded ‘workers’ control of the commanding heights of the economy’. They were fiercely syndicalist, hugely critical of the behemoths that were the general secretaries and the TUC general council. They would have greatly embarrassed an older Neil Kinnock.

         They were contained in a series of filing cabinets overflowing with articles and pictures of those who had been at the forefront of the fight against British colonialism, such as Hastings Banda, Jomo Kenyatta, Cheddi Jagan and Walter Sisulu. The filing system was hugely out of date, even by the 1970s; ‘British Guiana’ and ‘Northern Rhodesia’, for instance, having long ago been renamed.

         The Bennites managed to ensure that the inquiry into the party’s structure would have a majority of left-wing members. Callaghan complained that when he went to his party’s NEC, he was ‘cross-examined and vilified’. A confidential Campaign for Labour Victory report, sent to members of the shadow Cabinet and Labour MPs, said, ‘We are now dealing with the very real likelihood of the destruction of the Labour Party as the broadbased party it has always been … The current crisis can now only be solved for Social Democrats by an effective organisation putting into operation a high-powered campaign.’

         The Campaign for Labour Victory was ideologically ‘lost’, it said, with inadequate financial support and an understaffed organisation. The left was better organised and richer.

      

   


   
      
         

            CHAPTER THREE

            SEEDS OF DESTRUCTION

         

         With Labour fighting its own internal battles, the Conservative government was able to press ahead with its project. In November 1979 it cut a further £3.5 billion of public expenditure, mostly from education, housing, transport, roads and nationalised industries. Within this reduced budget, it could find more money for defence, and had to find more for social security because of rising unemployment.

         Just before Christmas it announced the measure which, more than all others, was to destroy Labour England. Nothing was more central to the building of Attlee’s New Jerusalem than Nye Bevan’s huge council house-building programme, not even Bevan’s National Health Service.

         Bevan had used local authorities as the engine of his housing policy, and had laid down minimum standards for the homes he built; he saw no reason why the working class should not have comfortable places to live in.

         The people who lived in these homes did not own them, and mostly they did not want to. They had spacious and modern houses in which to live and bring up their children, at rents they could afford, something their parents could only have dreamed of. Why should they care about the abstract concept of ownership?

         The council house-building programme, giving decent homes to people who before the war had lived in teeming, squalid slums, was, like the National Health Service, so popular at the time that the Conservative government that replaced Labour in 1951 knew it would be political suicide to undo it. In fact, Housing minister Harold Macmillan embraced the programme: Macmillan managed to build even more houses than Bevan each year, though this was achieved partly by lowering Bevan’s standards and building smaller homes. High-rise blocks came later, as the standards declined yet further – though even flats in these blocks were gratefully snapped up by families that had lived for years on crumbling estates which were only demolished in the 1960s.

         Council estates were the essence of Labour England. If you were going to destroy Labour England, they had to go, both for themselves and for the fact that they were owned and run by local authorities – another pillar of Labour England.

         So, on 20 December, the government published its Housing Bill, which gave five million council tenants the right to buy their homes at discounted prices. The government gave itself power to force sales through against the wishes of the local council. Secretary of State for the Environment Michael Heseltine described it, rightly, as laying the foundations ‘for one of the most important social revolutions of this century’. Local councils were prevented from using the receipts from selling off their housing stock, to reinvest in new house-building. Local council house-building soon came to a virtual standstill.

         The homeless charity Shelter pointed out the obvious fact that this would ‘increase the number of homeless people while decreasing the number of homes available to house them’. Of course, it did. It was followed by the rapid dismantling of rent controls, and those without substantial capital were thrown on the not so tender mercies of private landlords desperate to make a profit from their investment.

         The first houses to be bought, naturally, were those built in Bevan’s time, before 1950, because they were the best. So council tenants were corralled into the poorest of the council homes before, gradually, they were driven out of those too. By August 1980, less than a year later, Mrs Thatcher was able to present the keys to the owners of the 12,000th council house sold by the Greater London Council and to extend the right to buy to housing association tenants.

         The miseries faced by the young today in their increasingly desperate search for somewhere to live are the direct result of this greedy and cynical bit of legislation, passed before most of them were born.

         Thatcher’s great advantage over Labour was that she was pursuing a vision. It was a cruel vision, but it was a vision. She knew the sort of country she wanted Britain to be. Labour’s vision appeared to involve nothing more exciting than passionate expositions of bits of its own constitution. While Conservatives had ringing phrases like ‘property-owning democracy’, Labour’s leaders were shouting, ‘Comrades, unite behind the fourth amendment to paragraph 17 (b) (iii) of the party’s 1918 constitution.’ It didn’t have the same ring somehow.

         There is a sense in which the battle for the soul of the Labour Party has always been the same one, whether the left was led by James Maxton in the 1920s, Stafford Cripps in the 1930s, Nye Bevan in the 1940s and 1950s, Michael Foot in the 1970s or Tony Benn in the 1980s. But the last year of the 1970s brought a new bitterness and a new intensity, for two reasons. The first was that both sides were prisoners of history. The left remembered how they had been driven out of the party for opposing nuclear disarmament in the ’50s, while the right never forgot how they had been mercilessly harried by the Bevanites. Both sides had forgotten Attlee’s wise words. Watching Hugh Gaitskell fight his battle for Clause 4 of Labour’s constitution, Attlee commented that the ‘Labour Party’s passion for definition should always be resisted. Hugh excited it. He should have sedated it.’ Labour’s warring factions could also have tried to remember some equally wise words from Harold Wilson, who once compared the party to a bird because it needed ‘both a left wing and a right wing to fly’.
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