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xv
            PREFACE

            Roy Hattersley

         

         I made my maiden speech on the afternoon of Thursday 5 November 1964 and – the ordeal being over – I remained, as courtesy required, on the green benches of the House of Commons for the rest of the day’s debate on the Queen’s Speech. Consumed by a combination of anxiety about the quality of my performance and relief that it was over, I let what remained of the session pass over my head – except for one brief comment on the conduct and character of the Chancellor of the Exchequer. ‘The Right Honourable Gentleman for Cardiff South East’, said Michael Foot, ‘does everything on purpose.’ The observation was not, I think, intended as a compliment. But during the twenty years that followed, I grew to realise that ‘doing everything on purpose’ was one of the attributes that made Jim Callaghan a good Prime Minister and might, had he spent longer in Downing Street, have made him a very good one.

         Michael Foot was not alone in thinking that Jim Callaghan preceded each decision, great and small, by a careful calculation of which outcome was best for him. Colleagues made bitter jokes about his evolution from Leonard, through James, to Jim as he sought to polish his image as a man of the people, and they recited lists of occasions on xviwhich he had supported people and causes not, it was argued, based on their merits, but because it was in his political interest to break faith with his natural friends and political allies. The crucial part he had played in frustrating Barbara Castle’s proposals for trade union reform was said to be unforgivable and was certainly unforgiven.

         Neither the record nor the subsequent reputation prevented Jim Callaghan from being elected Labour leader in a contest between the most distinguished list of candidates in the history of the party’s elections. By defeating Roy Jenkins, Tony Crosland, Denis Healey, Tony Benn and Michael Foot, Callaghan prevented his detractors from suggesting that he had won by default. His victory over far more exciting contenders was a triumph for the less colourful virtues – care, caution, the avoidance of unnecessary risks and the methodical planning of the way ahead. Jim Callaghan became leader of the Labour Party because a majority of Labour Members of Parliament believed that when he became Prime Minister of Great Britain and Northern Ireland, he would do everything on purpose. And so he did. Even the two disastrous decisions which brought his government to its undistinguished end – the failure to call an election in the summer of 1978 and the refusal to muster the votes which would have defeated Margaret Thatcher’s ‘vote of confidence’ in 1979 – were taken after days of careful deliberation.

         Jim Callaghan began his premiership as he meant to go on. He had inherited from Harold Wilson the economic crisis which, in the autumn of 1976, was to culminate in the application for an IMF loan and the massive reduction in public expenditure which was its price. Within forty-eight hours of taking office, the new Prime Minister had come to an agreement with the Chancellor of the Exchequer, which guaranteed that Denis Healey could prescribe whatever remedial measures were necessary without the fear that they would be rejected by the Cabinet. The Chancellor would give the Prime Minister early warning of his intentions and – assuming they contained nothing to xviiwhich he took violent exception – the Prime Minister would support the Chancellor to the death.

         And so it turned out. So, negotiations for an IMF loan began. The cuts in public spending that were necessary for their completion were identified. The Cabinet split into three factions and debated the Chancellor’s proposals in six separate meetings without achieving any sort of consensus. To my surprise, the Prime Minister was strangely silent, giving me – a Secretary of State for six weeks – hopes that he might throw his weight behind moderation. Tony Crosland broke the bad news to me on the evening before the Cabinet’s seventh discussion of the proposed spending cuts. ‘It’s tomorrow,’ he said, and responded to my obvious bewilderment with a sort of apology. ‘I thought you realised. Jim was always going to support Denis. He just waited for the right moment. Tomorrow he’ll say we have to agree, or all resign.’

         From that moment onward, I became a student of the Jim Callaghan Cabinet management techniques. His most impressive stratagem was what Denis Healey called the ‘Pyrrhic Defeat’ – having a decision that he had always supported forced upon him. Not once during his three years in Downing Street was he forced to accept a policy or proposal with which he disagreed. He won all the arguments by fair means if possible and foul if there was no other way. When I suggested that the metrication Bill was so unpopular that I should be allowed to postpone it for a year, he expressed his surprise that I was intimidated by the massed ranks of greengrocers and ladies’ hairdressers and my proposal was lost in the laughter. Fred Peart, the Minister of Agriculture – persuaded by his civil servants to press for a renegotiation of monetary compensation amounts, a fiendishly complicated formula for adjusting payments under the Common Agricultural Policy – read his brief to the Cabinet without, it was painfully clear, understanding a word of it. ‘Explain all that again,’ commanded the Prime Minister. ‘We all like hearing you talk.’ The monetary compensation amounts remained unchanged. xviii

         Although he chaired Cabinet meetings with the benign air of an indulgent uncle, in private conversation Jim Callaghan was often brusque to the point of rudeness. He became particularly prickly when the subject was related to the one issue which aroused in him a quite unnecessary feeling of insecurity. Surrounded – in both the Cabinets in which he served and the Cabinet which he led – by men of remarkable academic distinction, he felt, and often expressed, regret that he had left school at the age of seventeen. In the autumn of 1978, he asked me which new Members of Parliament I thought worthy of promotion into government. Without hesitation, I suggested Bryan Gould, a young New Zealander who had left the Foreign Office to represent Southampton. Callaghan suggested that I was biased because Gould was, like me, educated at Oxford and responded to my denial by suggesting, ‘well, Cambridge’. Reminded that I had not got within matriculation distance of either university, he brought the conversation to a grinding halt. ‘Nobody is going to get into the government who treats me as if I have just come down from the trees.’

         Jim Callaghan was invariably generous and supportive to me in times of domestic as well as political difficulty. The worst treatment I ever received at his hand was the brushing aside of some of my more reckless proposals as if only an idiot would suggest such nonsense. Indeed, I felt so comfortable with his leadership that, in the summer of 1978, I not only defied his instructions but wrote an impertinent letter telling him that I was doing so.

         
            Dear Prime Minister,

            At the last Cabinet before the summer break, you told ministers that you did not want our advice about the date of the election. I, of course, accept your instruction. However, had you wished for advice, I would have strongly urged you to hold the election this autumn.

         

         I received no reply. xix

         At a little after six o’clock on the morning of Thursday 7 September 1978, I was woken by a telephone call from Tom McCaffrey, the Prime Minister’s press officer. Jim Callaghan, he told me, would broadcast to the nation that evening. I was to represent the government in the debate which followed. Asked to speculate on what the Prime Minister would say, McCaffrey replied, ‘Didn’t you write to him last week?’ He then assured me that all would be revealed at the Cabinet meeting later that day.

         By the time the Cabinet assembled, the news that the Prime Minister was to broadcast was public. So ministers did not even try to hide their impatience as he read a long statement on the encouraging state of the economy, the success of Britain’s membership of the European Union and the amicable relations that the United Kingdom enjoyed with what we had learned to call ‘third countries’. The statement being completed, Jim Callaghan added in what sounded like an afterthought.

         ‘I wrote to the Queen this morning. You’d better know what I said.’

         Most of the letter to the Queen – which the Prime Minister read out from start to finish – was, as far as I could tell, identical to the statement with which he had entertained the Cabinet. But it ended with an additional sentence. ‘I therefore do not propose to ask you to dissolve Parliament this autumn.’ The gasps and suppressed nervous laughter were interrupted by a comment which I have come to regard as vintage Callaghan.

         ‘You can discuss it if you want to. But I doubt if you will persuade me to write again, saying that I have changed my mind.’

         In fact, the Prime Minister had taken advice – from ministers who, he knew, wanted to postpone the election. They had been consulted after the collection of information from a variety of opinion polls had convinced him that the most likely outcome of an autumn poll was a Labour majority of between ten and half a dozen. And Jim Callaghan had grown tired of governing on a shoestring, with every Bill held xxback until the number of Labour MPs who were too sick to vote had been counted, and every division in doubt until the result was announced. So he had made the decision to gamble on the spring.

         Perhaps he should have expected that Labour’s compact with the unions would collapse during the coming winter and that attempts to enforce pay restraint would end in weeks of strikes and stoppages. But that was the industrial background against which Margaret Thatcher moved her vote of no confidence in the Callaghan government in March 1979. Even then, Labour could have survived. But the Prime Minister forbade the seduction of a trio of Ulster Unionists with the offer of a pipeline from Scotland to the Six Counties and vetoed a plan to bring to Westminster by ambulance a dying Labour backbencher who, upon being ‘nodded through’ the division lobby, would have tied the vote and thus prevented the passage of Mrs Thatcher’s lethal resolution. I realise now – though at the time I was only bewildered – that Jim Callaghan had decided that his government had run its natural course and that although he did not welcome defeat, he did so little to prevent it because he was ready to rest. It would be wrong to say that he lost ‘on purpose’. But he certainly accepted it with the calm that could only have come from a contented acceptance which was so near to it that Michael Foot was vindicated.

      

   


   
      
         
xxi
            FOREWORD

            Lord Owen

         

         Prime Minister Harold Wilson and Foreign Secretary Jim Callaghan worked closely together during the 1975 Common Market referendum campaign and stated publicly that though they were recommending staying in, they would implement the referendum result if it were to the contrary. During the referendum campaign, according to the official history, a senior civil servant, Patrick Nairne, wrote to Callaghan that in the event of a ‘No’ vote there would be no need to hurry into a withdrawal. Callaghan contradicted him in the most powerful terms, saying it would be necessary to start repealing the 1972 Act very soon thereafter.

         Wilson hoped to be able to retire soon after the referendum, but events kept delaying his departure. Eventually Harold Lever telephoned Callaghan, at Wilson’s request, on Boxing Day 1976 to let him know privately that Wilson planned to resign in March. Roy Jenkins told me a few days later that he had been given the same message. After the first ballot, Jenkins withdrew; on the second ballot I voted for Denis Healey and only on the third ballot on 5 April 1976 for Jim Callaghan, who beat Foot by 176 to 137 votes and became Prime Minister. xxii

         In forming his government, Callaghan was aware that Jenkins had told Wilson in January 1976, even before the ballot, of his wish to become President of the European Commission. So he kept Roy as Home Secretary and refused his wish to become Foreign Secretary. Sensing an impending financial crisis, Callaghan decided not to replace Denis Healey with Tony Crosland and instead appointed him as Foreign Secretary. I continued as Minister of Health while Barbara Castle was brutally replaced as Secretary of State for Health and Social Security. Much to my astonishment, Callaghan’s official biographer, Kenneth Morgan, reveals that Callaghan had even then considered appointing me Foreign Secretary. Tragically, Tony Crosland died in February 1977 following a severe brain haemorrhage and much to my surprise, as his deputy, Callaghan asked me to become Foreign Secretary. From the first moment he was always considerate and thoughtful. He told me he was considering appointing Judith Hart as my deputy and when I suggested Frank Judd he agreed; few other Prime Ministers would have acted in this way.

         It was Callaghan’s handling of the IMF crisis that made me first recognise his considerable strengths as Prime Minister. On his first day in office Callaghan was told that sterling, which stood at an exchange rate of $1.86 and falling, might drop by 10–15 per cent. On 12 April Healey told him that the Bank of England had spent $2 billion in support of sterling over the preceding fifteen months. By the autumn, an IMF loan depended on public expenditure cuts which Healey wanted to accept. In one-on-one conversations, which Healey knew about, Callaghan talked to Helmut Schmidt, Henry Kissinger, President Ford and H. Johannes Witteveen, the Dutch head of the IMF. After these conversations, Callaghan understood there was no escaping the IMF package; but with skill and patience he let everyone in the Cabinet feel they had been part of the discussions and there were no resignations when, on 9 December, Healey announced the IMF loan of £3.9 billion. xxiii

         The main diplomatic achievement of Callaghan’s premiership was paving the way for the enlargement of the EEC by helping eventually to admit Greece, Spain and Portugal as members. Callaghan called a special all-day Cabinet meeting on 29 July 1977 which defined an anti-federalist position with the EU – a Cabinet meeting described by Tony Benn in his diaries as ‘one of the most remarkable Cabinets I have ever attended’.1

         Increasing the powers of the European Parliament required unanimity, but the late-night pressuring of UK ministers to sign up was rendered impossible by making it a prior condition that primary legislation had to be passed through the UK Parliament. The other significant accompaniment to direct elections to the European Assembly was that, for the first time, a majority in any UK Cabinet accepted genuine proportional representation for a national election. It was a hard-fought victory agreed by the Cabinet before the Lib– Lab Pact was solidified. The pact sadly carried only a pledge that the Prime Minister would use his best endeavours to carry it through Parliament – which he did, but it failed, only succeeding in 1999.

         An example of how Callaghan managed Cabinet can be found at its meeting on 21 September 1978, when he flicked a note across the Cabinet table saying, ‘Come and have lunch.’ We walked back to Parliament through St James’s Park and Jim motioned to Ken Stowe, his private secretary, to hang back so that we could talk privately about Denis Healey. He then brought up the issue of the European Monetary System and his concern about two speeches that Healey had made recently, one of which appeared to have argued that we should join the Exchange Rate Mechanism, and the other that we should not. Jim reiterated his view that the party would not wear entry to the ERM and that it would have to wait until after the election. I suggested the possibility advanced recently to me by a very clever diplomat, Michael Butler, of joining the EMS but not the ERM. Jim pondered this for a moment and then asked me what Denis’s attitude xxivmight be. I said he could be persuaded. Then, Jim, ever fertile in man-management, suggested that I get Butler to square the Treasury officials, who could then sell this somewhat ingenious approach to Denis, who could bring it to Cabinet as his idea. Jim would before this square Peter Shore. At the Cabinet, first Healey and then Callaghan argued that we needed a zone of monetary stability and that we should commit ourselves to helping to achieve this, but without any obligations restricting our own freedom to manage the sterling exchange rate as we thought fit. I was doubtful whether any of the other Cabinet members, except Harold Lever and Peter Shore, understood what was happening and that we would not join the ERM, the element of the EMS to which Peter was most adamantly opposed, but we would join the monetary system.

         As Foreign Secretary and Prime Minister, Callaghan did a lot with the German SPD in the Socialist International network to ensure Mário Soares became Portuguese Prime Minister following the Carnation Revolution which overthrew the previous Prime Minister, Caetano. It was uncertain for a while whether Portugal would end up as a democracy. Callaghan found unconventional money and, with German funds from the SPD, they successfully manoeuvred so that an election in 1976 elected Soares as Prime Minister. Between 1977 and 1978, Helmut Schmidt and Callaghan both confronted Giscard d’Estaing, eventually demanding a personal assurance that if they agreed Greece could come in first, France would not block Portugal and Spain entering the European Community later. To those on Labour’s left who question Callaghan’s socialism, there can be no doubt about his full-hearted commitment to it internationally.

         His biggest failure as Prime Minister came over his handling of trade union militancy. The crisis unfolded on 12 December 1978 over the refusal of left-wing Labour MPs in the Tribune Group to support the imposition of sanctions against Ford Motor Company for awarding a 17 per cent wage increase to their members. This was a xxvvery personal issue for Callaghan. He had fixed the 5 per cent limit for wage increases without consulting Denis Healey and his personal authority was on the line. Here is my account, handwritten late at night. Very little is known or recorded of the discussions. The original is in my archives in Liverpool University and referred to by John Shepherd in his book on the Winter of Discontent entitled Crisis? What Crisis?

         This account reveals the flaws which led to the government’s fall.

         
            12 December 1978

            
                

            

            Went to No. 10 with Denis Healey, Fred Mulley and PM to discuss nuclear issues. 10.45 abandoned meeting; discussed political situation. Called in Michael Foot and then Michael Cox, the Chief Whip. Denis arguing for making the vote a vote of confidence – it appeared the issue had not been discussed before. Michael Foot against. PM and Michael had seen in the House Left MPs, Ron Thomas etc. – came back certain some would abstain.

            Issue complex. 18 or more Members away in Luxembourg. Cledwyn [Hughes] in Lagos. Arthur Irvine ill, number uncertain. Michael Foot v. sure we could win vote of confidence next day. Irish would abstain. Scot Nats uncertain. Welsh Nats c. us. Gerry Fitt uncertain.? Geraint Howells. Question of vote in January not on new register? Extent of damage on old. Jim moving towards making it a matter of censure. Fed up. Decided to meet at 12.45 to discuss report of the Whips.

            12.45 Michael Cox reported marginal chance of winning if we made it a vote of confidence – uncertain about delegation at European Parliament.

            PM against a deal with Scottish Nats not prepared to name Assembly election date.? limit of September. No Jim. I argued to be more open. Michael had sounded Enoch. No chance of Irish voting with us. Might be able to stop? Fred Mulley quiet – Denis and Jim still keen xxvito make it vote of confidence. Keep party united, felt if we won could hold sanctions policy afterwards.

            I doubted this, spoke a little, main anxiety was to keep Jim in a mood which would not send him off to the farm.

            Decided to meet at 3 p.m. Fred and PM lunch with Chiefs of Staff. I lunched with Harry Walston. Even he against sanctions, shook me a little, wholly relaxed about losing – perhaps outside people couldn’t give a damn. Denis all along a hawk on Sanctions. This had worried me before; not sure I could possibly trust his judgement and when allied Roy Hattersley very doubtful.

            Fred Mulley told me he said to Jim after lunch, ‘stick with Michael’. [illegible] advice. I wanted a decision which was Jim’s – one he could live with when he shaved next morning, not foisted on him.

            Met at 3 in PM’s room in House [of Commons]. Denis firmly in favour of confidence [vote]. I knew we couldn’t by then get Cledwyn back [from Lagos]. Final straw Michael Cox thought the Council delegation were in Brussels – went out to confirm. Yes, said Jack Diamond. 5 minutes later came in. They were in Luxembourg! This was final straw. I didn’t have any confidence in Whips. We could make it a vote of confidence and screw it up by having our people stranded in Luxembourg. Jim wavered. Roy Hattersley and Joel Barnett called in. Roy backed Denis. Joel yes to confidence if we could win but could we win? I kept quiet watching Jim. Suddenly he moved decisively to Michael’s viewpoint and in doing it put strong psychological pressure on Michael to deliver the Left. Very critical was I think his [Jim’s] wish to go on as a duo – to separate now after all these months was wisely thought to be too damaging. Gamble to make it confidence. Option to call an election in January, February, March or April open if one went for a confidence vote next day.

            Impression was these two had bound themselves in together – almost touching. History will show. Writing at 11.38 [in the evening]. I feel we were right.

         

         xxviiIt was Callaghan’s choice that morning; only he personally could have made it a vote of confidence. To do so would have meant confronting the Tribune Group, and Michael Foot and a few other Cabinet ministers might have resigned. Had a vote of confidence been lost, I believe we would have gone on to win the ensuing January general election. But if we had won, in my view, had Callaghan risked all – had he decided there would be a vote of confidence that morning – the Winter of Discontent would never have been anything like as bad as it was. Essentially, Callaghan decided not to fight. We lost that night but won a vote of confidence next day. But the genie was out of the bottle. The left had won – and Callaghan’s authority just slipped away. In the Winter of Discontent, we were unable even to bury the dead and still Jim would not call a vote on a state of emergency, telling Cabinet he asked himself to do so every night but wondered the next day if it would make any difference.

         His words to me after Mrs Thatcher won the vote of no confidence that precipitated the election by one vote on 28 March 1979 were, ‘Will you be alright in Plymouth?’ Not the voice of someone who anticipated victory. He was graceful in defeat.

         As Prime Minister he entirely fulfilled the old adage that ‘office maketh the man’. As the head of the UK government, he drew on his trade union past and his extensive experience in Parliament since 1945, keeping a minority government going against all the odds, and brought into No. 10 a new respect for the office that had been diminished under Wilson and Heath.

         
            NOTES

            1 T. Benn, Conflicts of Interest: Diaries 1977–80 (London: Arrow, 1991), p. 201.

         

      

   


   
      
         
xxix
            INTRODUCTION

            Kevin Hickson and Jasper Miles

         

         Forty years ago, James Callaghan stepped down as leader of the Labour Party. It brought his thirty-year tenure on the Labour front bench to an end. After serving as a junior minister under Clement Attlee, he rose up the ranks in Labour’s long period of opposition between 1951 and 1964. Uniquely, he served in all three of the senior positions in government prior to becoming Prime Minister (Chancellor of the Exchequer, 1964–67; Home Secretary, 1967–70; and Foreign Secretary, 1974–76). Critics said that he had not served with distinction in any of them and that his general approach to politics was unprincipled, primarily concerned about securing his position within the party and wider Labour movement. However, later interpretations would stress Callaghan’s achievements in all three posts.1

         After Labour lost the 1979 general election, Peter Jenkins was one of the few who remarked favourably about Callaghan. He wrote that Callaghan had tried ‘with good sense and good humour to grapple with intractable difficulties … His Prime Ministership deserves an honourable epitaph. He did not abdicate. He did not cheat or deceive. He was brought down by forces beyond his control.’2 However, xxxmany commentators within and outside the party were critical. Attention focused – naturally enough – on the nature of the new Conservative administration under Margaret Thatcher. While Callaghan defended his government’s record – notably at the 1979 Labour Party conference – within the Labour Party, the left took control and interpreted the Wilson–Callaghan governments as not only a failure but an outright betrayal of the hopes and beliefs of the grassroots. The Labour moderates hardly jumped to defend the government’s record, with the breakaway Social Democratic Party (SDP) seeking to show that they offered something different from the Labour Party. Whereas Callaghan was a man under the control of the trade unions, they had no such sectoral interests.

         Nor did the passage of time come to the aid of the Callaghan premiership. The long period of opposition led to a feeling that Labour could not get back into power and commentators questioned whether Callaghan was going to be Labour’s last Prime Minister. Even at the height of Thatcherism and the social dislocation that it entailed, criticism of the Callaghan premiership and his supposed lack of political nous continued. A review of his autobiography, which was published in 1987, stated: ‘Mr Callaghan completed his political career by putting off a general election, fixing an unrealistic pay limit and leading his troops into the swamps of devolution, where they were duly massacred’.3 At successive general elections, the Conservatives sought to revive images of the Winter of Discontent in the minds of the electors – even as late as 1997, although by this stage more out of desperation. New Labour, in an attempt to show that the party was thoroughly ‘modernised’, sought to separate itself from the party’s past and denigrated its own history, especially that of the 1970s. Firm associations with the failure of government persist, and perhaps always will, despite the attempt of historians to reappraise the record of that government as a whole and Callaghan specifically.

         On becoming Prime Minister in 1976 at the age of sixty-four, xxxiCallaghan had fulfilled a boyhood dream, having been enthused as a child by the deeds and speeches of previous statesmen such as Pitt, Palmerston, Gladstone, Disraeli and Lloyd George. In the Cabinet Room, he sat in the Prime Minister’s chair ‘as of right and not by invitation’, understanding that he was ‘a trustee of the past as well as someone who had to try and carry the nation forward into the future’.4 He spoke of being a bridge between government and the people. However, he immediately faced an economy that was already in difficulties. He presided over two events which define the way his government is viewed to this day – the IMF crisis of 1976, when Britain appeared on the verge of bankruptcy; and the 1978–79 Winter of Discontent, when the trade unions appeared to be beyond the rule of law. The more forgotten period in between can be regarded as more successful, as the economy began to recover. Indeed, public support for Callaghan’s government increased, leading to widespread speculation that there would be an autumn election in 1978. This is one of the great ‘what ifs’ of history – could Callaghan have won that election, and what would have become of ‘Thatcherism’ if he had done so? On such short-term calculations do long-term trends rest.

         Callaghan was firmly shaped by his background, having come from a proud naval family: his father had served aboard the royal yacht. Growing up, Callaghan attended the Baptist church. The Sunday Times felt that the religious teachings left a lasting impact, and while he read Shaw, Wells, Laski and Marx, he preferred ‘quotations from the Bible and hymns to lines from the literary giants’.5 His family experienced severe poverty following the death of his father at a young age. He was forced to leave education at seventeen and enter work, unable to afford the costs of attending university. He rose through the ranks of the trade union movement before seeing active service in the Royal Navy in the Second World War. In 1945 he was elected to Parliament for a seat in Cardiff and quickly became a junior minister. It was the beginning of a long and prominent career in frontline xxxiipolitics. Elsewhere, he had a close relationship with the Police Federation, was thought of as anti-permissive in relation to the liberal social reforms of the 1960s, and was a strong monarchist, believing the Queen to be one of the few people he could talk to frankly. This inspired both affection and a protective instinct in Callaghan.6

         The story points to several sources of Callaghan’s distinctive approach to politics – rooted in the working class and strongly patriotic. Ambitious without being flamboyant. Practical rather than intellectual. Small-c conservative rather than permissive. Respectful of British institutions and history. Before leaving the House of Commons, he lamented the latter’s treatment: ‘we seem constantly ready to emphasise all the things we’ve done which were discreditable’.7 Writing in 2020, Callaghan’s comment appears even more prescient. In sum, this distinctive approach to politics helped him cultivate an image as ‘honest’, ‘lucky’, ‘sunny’ and ‘avuncular’, of common sense and sound, non-doctrinaire judgement. For some, this made him Labour’s Stanley Baldwin. For others, at the time and subsequently from both the left and the right of the party, his traditional approach to politics generally, and the Labour Party specifically, embodied a bygone era.

         This book is a timely reappraisal of the record of Jim Callaghan as Prime Minister. There is no editorial line, no single view which is imposed on the authors. Opinion diversity – seemingly under threat in some quarters, including in institutions whose purpose is to foster independent thought and critical thinking – is not only valued but encouraged. Some of the chapters are more favourable to Callaghan and some more critical. The final judgement of how to rate Callaghan is left to the reader. Some will continue to criticise for his various failures, perceived or real – the weakness of the British economy, his lack of vision, the dominant position of the trade unions, the tactical blunders which led to eighteen years of opposition for his party. Others may well stress the achievements – his instinctive understanding of the xxxiiiopinions of the working class, his steering of the economy through an extremely difficult period, his desire to maintain the welfare state and a more just society, the sense of decency in public life and the sense of duty to one’s country.

         STRUCTURE OF THE BOOK

         In addition to the opening remarks from two distinguished members of Callaghan’s Cabinet, the book is divided into three main sections. The first section seeks to place the Callaghan premiership within its historical context. Harry Taylor discusses the social and cultural framework, particularly the sense of pessimism which prevailed at that time and how that contrasted with the much more optimistic mood of a decade before. Kevin Hickson examines Callaghan’s understanding of democratic socialism and how that fitted (or perhaps didn’t fit) into the nature of the Labour Party’s political thought at that time. Mark Stuart studies the nature of Callaghan’s handling of Cabinet and the organisation of 10 Downing Street, arguing that he was much less of a Cabinet man than is often perceived. Philip Norton analyses the particularly rebellious nature of parliament which was seen in those years. Eric Shaw then examines the wider Labour Party, stressing the opposition from within the party towards Callaghan and the growing problem of entryism. Finally, Mark Garnett evaluates the general election campaign of 1979, showing how Callaghan, through necessity, adopted a more presidential style, with more focus on the leader than the party. These chapters show the sheer scale of the challenges Callaghan faced. Any reasonable assessment of his premiership must make allowance for the complexity of the situation in which he sought to govern.

         The second section examines the policies of Callaghan’s government. Wyn Grant explores the crucial economic policy events of xxxivthose years, particularly the IMF crisis of 1976 and subsequent developments. Andrew Taylor examines the equally critical industrial relations policy which culminated in the Winter of Discontent. Ben Williams discusses the often-neglected social policy record of that government. Jane Martin goes on to evaluate education policy, upon which Callaghan had a direct impact with his Ruskin College speech in the autumn of 1976. Neil Pye grapples with the record on devolution and local government, which, despite the ultimate failure of devolution to Scotland and Wales, did have more success in terms of inner-city policy. Kevin Bean and Pauline Hadaway examine a further issue to which Callaghan gave considerable attention, Northern Ireland, showing how his desire to address social and economic inequalities was continually thwarted by the communal divisions and political conflicts that he sought to resolve. Jasper Miles discusses Callaghan’s approach to European integration in the period immediately after Britain joined the EEC and membership was confirmed in the 1975 referendum, finding much on which to agree with his handling of these matters. The final chapter in the second section explores Callaghan’s handling of foreign and defence issues.

         The third and final section consists of commentaries from a range of perspectives. David Lipsey reflects on his time working for Callaghan in 10 Downing Street between 1977 and 1979. Austin Mitchell offers further reflections from the vantage point of being a newly elected MP following the Grimsby by-election on 28 April 1977. Both of these pieces show considerable admiration for Callaghan. The following three pieces approach Callaghan from different ideological and party-political perspectives. Jonathan Aitken offers his perspective as a new backbench Conservative MP. Duncan Brack then examines the relationship between the Liberal and Labour parties, especially in the Lib–Lab Pact of 1977–78. Simon Hannah discusses how the Labour left viewed Callaghan, both in government and then in opposition after 1979. The final two pieces, by prominent xxxvjournalists, place Callaghan in a longer-term perspective. Polly Toynbee is highly critical of Callaghan, whose opposition to the ‘In Place of Strife’ proposals in 1969 led to the defeat of what she regards as reasonable measures to curb the excesses of trade union action – a failure which led ultimately to the Winter of Discontent, Callaghan’s downfall and the destruction of the trade unions as a powerful force within the realm under Thatcher. In contrast, Dominic Sandbrook offers a more favourable interpretation of Callaghan, arguing that his instincts were in tune with the underlying conservatism (with a small ‘c’) of the working class, and that until and unless Labour reconnects with that conservatism, it will never regain power.

         
            NOTES

            1 For a highly critical account see P. Kellner and C. Hitchens, Callaghan: The Road to Number 10 (London: Littlehampton, 1976). For a much more positive interpretation see K. Morgan, Callaghan: A Life (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1997). For a previous balanced assessment of the 1974–79 government as a whole see A. Seldon and K. Hickson (eds), New Labour, Old Labour: The Wilson and Callaghan Governments, 1974–1979 (London: Routledge, 2004).

            2 ‘Epitaph for a Prime Minister’, The Guardian, 30 March 1979.

            3 ‘Happy go lucky Jim’, London Daily News, 23 April 1987.

            4 J. Callaghan, Time and Chance (London: Collins, 1987), pp. 394–5; ‘James Callaghan: The top dog who preferred honesty’, The Guardian, 3 June 1985.

            5 ‘How Sunny Jim’s light dimmed for Labour’s faithful’, Sunday Times, 15 March 1985.
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            7 ‘James Callaghan: The top dog who preferred honesty’, The Guardian, 3 June 1985.
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            A DECADE OF EXTREMES: THE SOCIAL AND CULTURAL CONTEXT

            Harry Taylor

         

         
            The press is just full of crises, anarchy, chaos, disruption – bitterly hostile to the trade union movement. I have never seen anything like it in my life.1

            Tony Benn, January 1979

         

         The 1970s is perhaps the decade of the British twentieth century that has suffered most unjustly from historians and popular reflection. If you ask someone born from the 1980s onwards what they associate with the 1970s, they will probably tell you industrial unrest, crisis, violence, uncollected rubbish and unburied dead. It’s a decade portrayed in stark contrast to its predecessor, the 1960s, which, we are constantly told, ‘swung’, with a lot of friendly folks talking about peace and love. The ’60s was the decade of technocrat Harold Wilson’s ‘white heat’, the Beatles and the Rolling Stones, when England even won the World Cup. The ’70s was the decade of 4hapless Jim Callaghan’s ‘Crisis? What crisis?’, the angry explosion of punk via the Sex Pistols, football hooliganism and violent racist skinheads. The ’60s and the ’70s, so our national consciousness tells us, were two very distinct decades: one of hope and one of despair. The Britain of Wilson’s 1966 general election victory bore little or no resemblance to the Britain of 1976 when Callaghan inherited the keys to 10 Downing Street. But as with most popular recollections, though, it isn’t true, and the fact that it is continually perpetuated corrupts our vision of ourselves as a country and our approach to contemporary politics. This chapter aims to build a picture of the ’70s as one of political and cultural extremes, but one that was very much a natural progression from the issues of the previous decade.

         On the face of it, to look back to the election of Richard Nixon in 1968 and Edward Heath in 1970 is to see the abrupt end to the hopes of the ’60s which ushered in a more fractious era, of the ramping up of the Vietnam War and British industrial unrest. But in reality, the ’70s were merely a continuation of the 1960s – the real 1960s, that is, not the caricature we’re sold by cheap Channel 5 television programmes. The hopes and politics of those in the late ’60s lived on and in some cases thrived in the 1970s, but so too did the politics of hate. One only need look at Enoch Powell’s ‘Rivers of Blood’ speech from 1968 and how that hung like a spectre over the British political discourse of the 1970s. It had single-handedly ensured the survival and growth of a new grouping on the British right, the National Front, and radicalised race as a political issue.2 On the other side, the revolutionaries were drawn towards Trotskyism after the failure of the Soviet Union to live up to their theoretical concept of a socialist society. But they were the same faces in the 1970s as they were in 1968, just a little older and better versed in the theories of Marxism. Football hooliganism and industrial unrest, both the so-called ‘English Disease’, depending on your perception, were already significant points of concern by the late 1960s. If anything, the surprising thing about the 1970s is that 5old political ideas, and in some cases old politicians, were resurrected by those seeking answers to new problems.

         A FASCIST RENAISSANCE?

         Revolutionary Marxism (in the form of Trotskyism) and British fascism both enjoyed a strange revival in the 1970s that made them a fashion accessory to some and an imminent threat to the British political order to others. On an episode of the Thames Television Today programme in 1975, an elderly but buoyant Sir Oswald Mosley gave a confident interview covering his controversial political past and his vision of Britain’s future. Mosley was enjoying something of an Indian summer. Robert Skidelsky (now a crossbench peer) had recently published a sympathetically selective and surprisingly well-received biography of the former leader of the British Union of Fascists which prompted respected reviewers and historians to question whether Mosley was really that bad after all.3 Now Mosley, for nearly four decades his very name associated with treason, was on primetime British television, confident, eyes flashing and warning the viewers about a coming crisis in Britain. Alluding to an earlier discussion, Mosley was asked:

         
            Interviewer: …you gave me the impression that you still believed the call might come for you, do you really believe that?

            Oswald Mosley: Oh yes, I’m much better now than I’ve ever been in my life.

            Int: Better at what?

            OM: Better at politics … I feel my whole life has been a training for what can now come.

            Int: Who on earth would ask you?

            OM: I have not yet seen anybody else in the present situation who can meet the crisis which is coming … When things go wrong it’s 6a bigger risk to let the muddle grow to a disaster than to have a man of action.4

         

         Mosley’s whole political outlook since he resigned from the Labour government in May 1930 was that a colossal crisis was just around the corner and that the British people would turn to him in their hour of need. The thing about Mosley’s prediction in 1975 was that for once, he wasn’t the only one foreseeing the imminent economic and political collapse of Britain. Worryingly, there were even some outside the ageing fascist’s close-knit band of supporters who thought a Mosley-type figure was needed to lead Britain out of the coming crisis, and they were people with serious sway in ’70s Britain.

         Not long after the Mosley interview, the musician David Bowie told the New Musical Express in October:

         
            There will be a political figure in the not too distant future who’ll sweep this part of the world … You’ve got to have an extreme right front come up and sweep everything off its feet and tidy everything up … It’ll do something positive, at least, to cause a commotion in people and they’ll either accept dictatorship or get rid of it.5

         

         This wasn’t a one-off, either, and he told a press conference, ‘I believe Britain could benefit from a fascist leader.’ In April 1976, Bowie told a Playboy interviewer:

         
            I believe very strongly in fascism. The only way we can speed up the sort of liberalism that’s hanging foul in the air at the moment is to speed up the progress of a right-wing, totally dictatorial tyranny and get it over as fast as possible. People have always responded with greater efficiency under a regimental leadership. A liberal wastes time saying, ‘Well, now, what ideas have you got?’ Show them what to do, for God’s sake. If you don’t, nothing will get done.6

         

         7In May he was photographed at London’s Victoria Station standing in an open-top Mercedes-Benz wearing a black shirt and giving what appeared to be a Nazi salute.7 His defenders said it was all artistic irony and/or too much cocaine, but it’s questionable whether Bowie’s rank-and-file fans recognised the nuance.8 Nevertheless, fascist imagery very quickly became fashionable in the burgeoning punk scene. Sid Vicious of the Sex Pistols, whose mother was a ’60s hippie, wrote the song ‘Belsen was a Gas’ and regularly appeared on stage wearing a swastika T-shirt, and as punk left the art colleges and came to the street, the journalist Mary Harron reflected, ‘There was violence in the air. There was violence in the streets … Backstage at the 100 Club, I saw these little teenage girls with swastikas, and my reaction was, “to us it’s a cartoon, here this is being done for real”.’9

         The year 1976 also saw the release of a sensational biography of Oswald Mosley’s sister-in-law Unity Mitford, a close confidante of Adolf Hitler who dreamed of peace between Britain and Germany.10 The day Britain declared war on Germany, she shot herself. Jon Savage records the effect of the book and the wearing of the swastika in England’s Dreaming:

         
            Unity’s appearance in the media made it clear that much had been left out of the accepted history of the thirties: for a while, the British had shown a distinct penchant for fascism … Fascism seemed a possible British archetype, an inversion of the image that had been rammed down everybody’s throats in hundreds of lying war movies: history could have gone either way … The wearing of the swastika served notice on the threadbare fantasy of Victory, the lie of which could be seen on most urban street corners. That this fantasy was now obsolete was obvious to a generation born after the war and witness to England’s decline.11

         

         Before the explosion of punk, fascism was already fashionable among 8sections of British youth. Surprisingly, it is the skinhead movement that is generally regarded as being the harbinger of fascism on Britain’s working-class streets and the football terraces. Surprising because the skinheads grew out a late 1960s scene that adored Jamaican reggae and soul music and nothing could seem more contradictory than a racist skinhead.12

         The most famous skinhead in Britain in the 1970s was Joe Hawkins, despite him living only as a character in a series of pulp fiction novels. One of the best-selling authors in 1970s Britain was James Moffat, who published under the pseudonym Richard Allen. Allen authored eighteen volumes of British cult fiction that spanned the ever-evolving British working-class youth scene. They were violent, explicit and incredibly popular. The first of his books, published in 1970, introduced Joe Hawkins to British youth. Skinhead (New England Library, 1970) was the first skinhead book of all time and sold thousands of copies, while the uproar caused by its content only further encouraged sales. It also persuaded Allen to keep the story of Joe Hawkins going: in 1971 the sequel, Suedehead, joined Skinhead in the top ten paperback charts and also sold over a million copies.13 Allen’s pulp novels became ‘such a part of popular culture that they were even on the syllabus for English Literature school exams!’14 Skinhead historian George Marshall saw the appeal:

         
            If Joe’s not between the sheets with some bird, he’s putting the boot into some poor bastard, out there paki-bashing, planning a robbery or something similar. How he found time to kill a copper beats me, but you could count on old Joe to come up trumps before the end of every thin novel.15

         

         The racial element is clear, and things got so bad that talks were held between representatives of the British and Pakistani governments to discuss the ‘p***-bashing’ on Britain’s streets. For the assailants, the 9term ‘p***’ was a catch-all that included Indians, Bengalis and anyone with a South Asian appearance. And according to Marshall, an anti-racist skinhead,

         
            The colour of their skin made them easy scapegoats for the problems facing a country that might have won the war, but had obviously lost the peace. Asians were seen as competition for jobs and housing, at a time when jobs in heavy industries were being lost and traditional working-class communities were under attack by town planners intent on throwing up high-rise flats. That, together with the fact that they didn’t fight back, made them a ready target for a smack in the mouth.16

         

         But for George Marshall, to be a skinhead was not to fulfil the caricature of a fully paid-up far-right activist:

         
            Many a young skinhead might have claimed old Enoch as a hero, but the nearest most got to organised politics was being handed tea and biscuits by the Young Liberals at Skegness one bank holiday. Most skinheads were too young to vote anyway, but Labour would no doubt have been the most popular choice. P***-bashing and p***-rolling, as mugging Asians was often called, was certainly no part of an extreme right plot.17

         

         Nevertheless, Powell’s politics were clear and though he distanced himself from the National Front, the party were keen to associate themselves with the views of a former Cabinet minister. A good number of skinheads seemed to agree with Powell’s narrative, whether or not they were active in the NF. During the 1970 general election a squad of forty skinheads offered to form a personal bodyguard for Powell.18

         The association of skinheads with racial violence and football hooliganism and later the abundant use of the swastika in punk imagery, not to mention the music itself, was just a contributory factor to the 10sense of a great unease among the youth of Britain in the 1970s. Their futures didn’t seem as certain as those of the previous generation, while many of their parents were becoming increasingly concerned with the political extremism finding oxygen on the left as well as the right.

         A TROTSKYITE REVIVAL?

         If Sir Oswald Mosley and fascism in general enjoyed a renaissance in 1970s Britain, then so too did Leon Trotsky. Trotsky had been the outstanding figure of the Russian Revolution but fell victim to Stalin’s ruthless seizure of power after the death of Lenin. Between his expulsion from the Soviet Union and his murder by a Stalinist assassin in 1940, Trotsky led his small, scattered band of followers to spread his message of international socialism through world revolution. The 1970s saw two major books, a stage play and a film dealing with Trotsky’s life and theories which reignited interest in the murdered Bolshevik leader. The first was Trotsky: A Documentary by Francis Wyndham and David King, released in 1972 by Penguin/Allen Lane. The book was a great success and sold out its 25,000 print run in Britain. There followed a major film, The Assassination of Trotsky, directed by Joseph Losey and starring Richard Burton as Trotsky and Alain Delon as the Stalinist assassin, Ramón Mercader. The screenplay was written by Nicholas Mosley, the first son of Sir Oswald Mosley and his first wife, Cynthia Curzon, and adapted to a book of the same name which also sold well.19 The stage play, The Party, is dealt with later in the chapter.

         After the Second World War, three men appeared in Britain who would lead its disparate strands of Trotskyism for four decades: Yigael Glückstein, Isaac Blank and Thomas Gerald Healy. Glückstein would use the alias Tony Cliff and eventually form the Socialist Workers Party; Blank would change his name to Ted Grant and become the ideological force behind the Militant Tendency, while 11Gerry Healy formed the Workers Revolutionary Party (WRP). Although all three are worth mentioning in some detail for their own impact on the 1970s, it was Gerry Healy and the WRP that captured the extremism and sectarianism of the decade near perfectly.

         Gerry Healy was born in Galway, Ireland. He grew up to be a short man with an even shorter temper who could counter no deviation from his own conception of pure Trotskyism. At times, the WRP was the biggest Trotskyist group in Britain, and Healy was certainly its most surreal character.

         The seed of Healy’s fame in the 1970s was planted in the late 1960s via living-room discussions with well-connected middle-class and affluent accountants, solicitors, actors, film directors and producers in London. He gave regular Friday night lectures to these audiences, and Alex Mitchell, then a reporter on the Sunday Times who later fell under the spell of Healy, described one such Friday night:

         
            Healy’s summary of the grievous betrayals of Harold Wilson’s Labour government, the cowardice of the leaders of the Trades Union Congress (TUC), the current sterling crisis and the devaluation of the pound, was a tour de force. Highly intelligent men and women with degrees from Oxford, Cambridge, London University, the London School of Economics and other institutions of higher learning sat mesmerised by the analysis delivered by this unprepossessing figure with a round, almost hairless head, no neck and tiny legs … he wore rimless glasses which added to the coldness of his physical being and he appeared to have neither eyebrows nor lips. His mouth was a sharp wound located between his button nose and jutting chin. His teeth were never visible, even when he laughed. Yet what flowed from the cavity was powerful and gripping.20

         

         In 1973 the National Theatre Company presented The Party by Trevor Griffiths. Both Griffiths and the National’s literary manager 12who commissioned the play, Kenneth Tynan, had regularly attended Healy’s Friday night talks, and it was quite obvious that The Party was based around them. The lead character was the Glaswegian Trotskyist, John Tagg, based clearly on Gerry Healy. Quite incredibly, Sir Laurence Olivier was cast to play Tagg, and Britain’s leading stage actor set himself the task of learning the theories of Marxism to fulfil the role. At the end of Act One, Olivier had to deliver a twenty-minute monologue on revolutionary politics, which was word-for-word Healy and sent shivers down the spines of many in the audience:

         
            The party means discipline. It means self-scrutiny, criticism, responsibility, it means a great many things that run counter to the traditions and values of the Western bourgeois intellectuals. It means being bound in and by a common purpose. But above all, it means deliberately severing yourself from the prior claims on your time and moral commitment of personal relationships, career, advancement, reputation and prestige. And from my limited acquaintance with the intellectual stratum in Britain, I’d say that was the greatest hurdle of all to cross. Imagine a life without success. The intellectual’s problem is not vision, it’s commitment. You enjoy biting the hand that feeds you, but you’ll never bite it off. So those brave and foolish youths in Paris now will hold their heads out for the baton and shout their crazy slogans for the night. But it won’t stop them from graduating and taking up their positions in the centres of ruling class power and privilege later on.21

         

         The Party received mixed reviews and was unfairly given a more limited run than expected before it even had its opening night. Some felt the British establishment could not have such revolutionary stirrings poured forth from the stage. Nevertheless, it showed a willingness by leaders of Britain’s cultural life to give oxygen to political extremism. Despite Healy and Olivier not exactly hitting it off together backstage, Healy certainly seemed to attract actors to the WRP, including 13Vanessa Redgrave and Frances de la Tour, who played Miss Jones in Rising Damp. Redgrave, their most glamorous supporter, won an Oscar for best actress in 1978 and gave a controversial acceptance speech in which she attacked ‘Zionist hoodlums’ for trying to disrupt a documentary she had filmed on Palestine. She had campaigned for Labour and Harold Wilson in the 1964 and 1966 general elections, but by the late 1960s believed that capitalism had to be overthrown. She stood in the two 1974 general elections, where she polled 760 votes (1.7 per cent) in February and 572 votes (1.5 per cent) in October. In February, the WRP had beaten the International Marxist candidate, but in the October contest the National Front polled five times the WRP vote.

         The BBC television cameras captured Redgrave’s losing speech to a packed Newham Town Hall on the night of the October 1974 election. It gives a flavour of the rhetoric of the WRP that attracted the ire of the press:

         
            Friends and comrades,

            We stood, the only party to stand all ten candidates in this campaign on a socialist programme, the only programme to answer this crisis, the only programme to meet the needs of the working class in this crisis… [slow clapping starts to build in hall]

            …the working class must take over the means of production without compensation under workers’ control. The working class must now prepare for the greatest battle in the whole of its history … the working class must now build a mass revolutionary party to take power and carry out a socialist programme. Our party will stand with the working class indissolubly through the crisis. Thank you very much. Goodnight.22

         

         It was probably the first use of the word ‘indissolubly’ in a televised political speech and what followed seems to sum up the 1970s 14perfectly. Harry Bauckham, Mayor of Newham, had waited patiently through Redgrave’s speech while her rival candidates walked off the stage. He gently tapped Redgrave on the arm to indicate he needed to wrap up proceedings and, after she left the microphone, Bauckham, immaculate in evening dress and his chain of office, told the crowd and the viewers at home, ‘…would you please mind how you drive, if you’ve been drinking.’ The fiery rhetoric of Redgrave with her unmistakably upper-class accent contrasted with the polite manners of Mr Bauckham, a working-class Labour councillor with a sense of humour.

         The results for Redgrave showed that the working class had not been seduced by the twin assault of the glamour of Redgrave and the theory of Healy. Instead they stuck overwhelmingly with Reg Prentice, a figure of the Labour Party right who faced a two-pronged assault from Trotskyists: those of the WRP and those within his own local Labour Party, aligned to Militant. Prentice’s biographer, Geoff Horn, describes the changing face of the Labour Party membership in the East End constituency:

         
            Prentice’s moderate approach clashed with a new generation of Labour activists who injected a more left-wing tone at local party meetings. He might well have suspected that this tone reflected a more extreme form of left-wing doctrine gaining ground in the Party. Haworth (former Secretary to the Parliamentary Labour Party) recalled Prentice going round to the house of some of the newer members during the election campaign, and reacting with visible shock when he saw a photo of Lenin in the corner of the room.23

         

         Some accused Prentice of paranoia, but his instinct was right, as John Clark, then a Labour Party member in Newham North East, recalled: ‘Quite a lot of us voted for Vanessa Redgrave. I certainly did. I think not everybody would confess to it but quite a lot of people did.’24  15Perhaps it’s of little surprise that by the end of the decade Prentice had joined the Conservative Party.

         Yet again the working class had let down those who sought to speak for and lead them. The Newham North East result shows in microcosm that for all the newspaper columns sensationalising the threat from the Trotskyists, and indeed the fascists, the British people were loath to deviate into the uncharted waters of political extremism. As seems to be the preserve of Trotskyist groups, the WRP spent most of its time attacking rival Trotskyist organisations after it failed miserably at the ballot box, and at its height had no more than 3,000 members.25

         WAITING FOR COLONEL BLIMP

         There was another more surprising group that was making plans for the takeover of Britain should the country collapse in a political or industrial crisis: the generals. As far-fetched as it now may seem, there was a conspiracy among some members of the British establishment to bring down Harold Wilson’s government in 1968, with Lord Mountbatten as the suggested figurehead of the new regime. In 1974 the founder of the SAS, Sir David Stirling, was revealed in a leaked report to be building what some called ‘a private army’ to support – overthrow, according to your view – the government during a period of industrial unrest. Stirling’s operation was named GB75 and funded by millionaire arms dealer Geoffrey Edwards.26 The project seemed preoccupied with Tony Benn and it’s clear that even if the organisation was set up to ‘support’ the Labour government, one of its prices may have been the sacking of Benn.27 Stirling was no Pinochet, though, despite what the hysterical elements of the left-wing press tried to make out, and when he stood down little was heard of the project again. 16

         A man who did seem to want to emulate Pinochet’s takeover of Chile in Britain was General Sir Walter Walker. He had fought in Burma, Malaya and Borneo. He specialised in brutally putting down communist guerrillas and had experience of mobilising volunteer forces. What Britain needed, according to Walker, was:

         
            …dynamic, invigorating, uplifting leadership. A true leader who inspires trust and confidence, who puts love of country before all else … who puts country before career; the national interest before party politics; who has the moral courage to expose and root out those who try to rot us from within and hold us to ransom by anarchy, blackmail and brute force.28

         

         The quote is taken from a letter Walker had published in the Daily Telegraph which attracted considerable attention and responses from people volunteering for this new force and sending donations. It is strangely reminiscent, in some ways, of the monologue delivered by John Tagg, played by Sir Lawrence Olivier, in The Party. One can also see that such talk would have played to Sir Oswald Mosley’s ego and that he would have seen in himself the ‘true leader’ that General Walker spoke of. But Walker’s enterprise fizzled out, with many seeing him as delusional or dangerous, and he never received the serious backing from industry, the military or the Conservative Party that he expected.

         CONTINUITY

         This chapter demonstrates that for all the press hysteria of imminent political collapse, and for all the hopes of the likes of Sir Oswald Mosley and Gerry Healy that the great crisis of capitalism was upon us, Britons had little time for conspiracies and extremists. But the 17industrial unrest at the close of the decade, the so-called ‘Winter of Discontent’, seemed to resonate with the public to such an extent that they saw in it their fears of extremism, conspiracy, crisis and collapse which had lingered throughout the decade realised.

         The surprising thing for someone looking back on a decade in which they did not live is how facts differ from the accepted popular narrative. Nothing highlights this more than Jim Callaghan and the 1979 general election. Callaghan consistently polled ahead of his opponent, Margaret Thatcher, when the public was asked who would make the best Prime Minister. He also polled as more popular than the Labour Party as a whole, demonstrating a sizeable personal respect for Callaghan among the British electorate. What was it about Jim Callaghan that the British public evidently liked?

         Jim Callaghan was five years older than his predecessor Harold Wilson, seemed a good deal more relaxed (Callaghan saw none of the conspiracies Wilson did) and had a soothing, reassuring manner. Callaghan had little time for the intellectual side of Labour politics, had no higher education and had served in the Royal Navy in the Second World War. Like Ernest Bevin before him, Callaghan had worked his way up through the trade union movement and was a working-class (small-c) conservative. With such attitudes he seemed in step with the swathes of sensible, socially conservative and patriotic Britons who had spent a decade refusing extremism when offered.

         Despite the barrage of Conservative Party propaganda since, there was no great rush to Margaret Thatcher by a nation demanding change from an extremist Labour government. As we’ve seen, Callaghan polled better in the personal ratings and he had vetoed policies he thought too left (the nationalisation of the banks, a ban on foxhunting, abolishing the House of Lords) from going into Labour’s election manifesto. Even the Sunday Telegraph was moved to write of Callaghan that he was ‘the most accomplished purveyor of comfortable conservatism our politics has seen in many a long year’.29 In fact, 181979 was the very opposite of 1945, with Labour as the conservative choice to steady the ship and the Conservatives as those proposing to rip up the post-war settlement and belief in state intervention, for example the sale of council houses.

         Ultimately, though, the caution and conservatism that the public admired prevented Jim Callaghan from calling an election in 1978 that he would very likely have won. As Andrew Thorpe observes, by autumn 1978 Callaghan had ‘proved a much better premier than many observers had expected’.30 Even when the country did descend into industrial unrest, the Army was nowhere to be seen. The two strikes most feared – the water workers and electrical power workers – never materialised and the country was never brought to a halt. Despite the active imaginations of General Walker and Sir David Stirling, the British Army was too stretched between Northern Ireland and its bases in Germany to think about taking power.

         When election defeat came for Labour in 1979, it could have been much worse without Jim Callaghan. It was no epic victory for Margaret Thatcher. The Conservatives won just 43.9 per cent of the vote, the lowest (bar Wilson in 1974’s elections) for any ruling party since the war. At 76 per cent, the turnout was down; hardly the numbers one would expect to see from a country clamouring for change. Labour even increased their vote from 1974 by 75,000 votes nationally. The Conservatives had won power on the back of securing the votes of those who had previously voted Liberal and for the National Front. It was no 1945.
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