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THE PRIME MINISTERS
WE NEVER HAD

‘Prime ministerial politics is a rare example of a field in which the losers are often more interesting and more impressive than the eventual winners. Steve Richards deserves applause for noticing this, and exploiting it with great empathy and close argument in this excellent book. He is one of the shrewdest political commentators we have; and unusual in apparently liking politicians.’

Andrew Marr

‘Britain’s unusually capricious system of selecting its prime ministers means some very gifted leaders have been left on the shelf. There is no one better qualified than Steve Richards to blow away the cobwebs, and to tell us which of them might have made better prime ministers than the rum lot we sometimes got.’

Anthony Seldon

‘This is another insightful and entertaining work from Steve Richards, who remains among the brightest and best of British writers and broadcasters.’

Nick Timothy

‘A story of slamming doors and sliding doors. Terrific insights on the great prime ministers we didn’t have from one of the shrewdest political commentators we’re lucky to have.’

Jon Sopel

‘A compelling account of the nearly men and women of Number Ten. Steve Richards is a must-read writer on politics, with the rare talent of being both fun and informative.’

John Crace
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INTRODUCTION

Compare a list of modern prime ministers with the names of the prime ministers we never had. Why did one group succeed where the other failed? Was Harold Wilson a bigger figure than Denis Healey? Was John Major more prime ministerial than Michael Heseltine? Why did Edward Heath reach Number Ten while the more deft and experienced Rab Butler failed to do so in spite of making several attempts?

In drawing up the list of prime ministers we never had in the following pages, I apply two simple qualifications. Those included must have been regarded at some point in their careers as a likely or probable prime minister. As well as being viewed in this flattering light, they must also have had a serious chance of making the leap. The feasible opportunity is as important as the perception of greatness to come.

In my last book on modern prime ministers there could be no dispute as to who was included. Starting with Harold Wilson, each one of them walked into Number Ten and ruled with varying degrees of fragility. No reader could ask why Edward Heath or James Callaghan were part of the sequence. They were prime ministers. The theme of this book, however, is not quite so definitive.

To take an example, some might point out that Neil Kinnock and Jeremy Corbyn lost two elections and Ed Miliband lost one. They all feature in the coming pages. How could they qualify when they lost elections by significant margins? The answer is straightforward. All three were leaders of the Opposition who were regarded as possible winners of future elections. Kinnock was favourite to win the 1992 election, or at least be prime minister in a hung parliament. Miliband was perceived similarly in the build-up to the 2015 general election. Indeed, Miliband spent the evening on election day with advisers compiling his first government, a sad novelistic image in the light of what was to follow a few hours later. Corbyn was not so methodical, but after wiping out the Conservatives’ majority and considerably increasing Labour’s vote in the 2017 election he was briefly and justifiably viewed as a possible prime minister – even if, at times, he struggled to see himself in such a light.

Nearly all the others included in this book did not lead their parties, despite it seemingly being a fundamental precondition for becoming prime minister. Roy Jenkins was the SDP’s first leader but never led the Labour Party, although it was as a Labour Cabinet minister that Jenkins was first seen as a potential prime minister. The other non-leaders included were seen for long phases of their careers, or in some cases more fleetingly, as likely party leaders and prime ministers. In some cases, every word uttered at key phases in their careers was seen through the prism of a leadership bid. For a time, the likes of Michael Heseltine, Michael Portillo and David Miliband could not cross a road without prompting analysis of how the manoeuvre would impact on their ambition to become prime minister.

Part of the mystery I seek to solve is that some of the prime ministers we never had were better qualified than those who got the top job. A few had the qualities to be big change-makers too: strong personalities tested by challenges, and possessing the capacity to convey their mission with an accessible flourish. Roy Jenkins, Michael Heseltine, Denis Healey, Ken Clarke and Rab Butler were authoritative as public figures and quickly acquired deep ministerial range. Healey, Clarke, Jenkins and Butler were chancellors at times when the economy wobbled precariously, while Heseltine’s ministerial challenges included replacing the widely loathed poll tax and reviving some run-down inner cities – the latter being not the most fashionable crusade at the height of Thatcherism in the early 1980s.

Heseltine was never chancellor, although the characters in this book show that occupying that role is not necessarily a route to becoming prime minister anyway. In modern times, only John Major and Gordon Brown moved directly from Number Eleven to Number Ten. James Callaghan had also been chancellor, though much earlier in his career. He was Foreign Secretary immediately before moving into Number Ten. Chancellors are often seen as future prime ministers, yet they rarely make it to the very top.

Healey was chancellor for more than five years in the wildly turbulent 1970s, a feat of endurance to say the least. He emerged as a substantial figure and a TV celebrity, a triumph given that he had taken a range of deeply unpopular decisions. As chancellor, Ken Clarke guided the UK economy to a position of reasonable strength by 1997, while being as exuberant a performer as Healey and Heseltine in the media and the conference hall. After the Conservatives’ 1997 election defeat, Clarke topped the opinion polls as the most popular candidate in the party’s leadership contest. He did so again during the leadership contests he fought in 2001 and 2005. He never won.

As well as being chancellor, Rab Butler was a radically reforming Education Secretary, a modernizing party chairman and a thoughtful Home Secretary. When Conservative prime ministers he served under were ill, Butler stood in. He never acquired the crown.

Roy Jenkins was another chancellor who never became prime minister. He was almost as well qualified as Butler: a reforming Home Secretary, a chancellor who steadied the boat after Labour had been forced to devalue the pound, and a president of the European Commission who returned from Brussels to help launch a new force in British politics, the Social Democratic Party (SDP) – which, for a time, appeared to be sweeping away all before it. Jenkins was also a brilliant biographer, mainly of those who did manage to become prime minister. He had devoted followers in the Labour Party and then in the SDP. When Harold Wilson became paranoid about threats to his leadership he was especially neurotic about Jenkins, a figure who some in his party and much of the media regarded as incomparably more substantial than the Labour leader. But it was Wilson who won four elections; Jenkins never became prime minister. This book explores the reasons why.

When John Major felt increasingly fragile as prime minister, he worried about the threat posed by Heseltine and Clarke. Yet they were largely loyal to him. The one he had most cause to worry about was Michael Portillo, adored by Margaret Thatcher and her followers, a figure with serious ambition and charisma. In the mid-1990s, Portillo was seen as Thatcher’s heir and the successor to Major. Yet before long Portillo was not even an MP anymore, and he discovered that his passion for power had faded to the point where the flame hardly flickered at all.

While Gordon Brown was still prime minister, some Labour MPs urged David Miliband, then Foreign Secretary, to launch a challenge. Miliband was Labour’s equivalent to Portillo in some respects. He considered making a move against Brown, and there was much talk in parts of the Labour Party and the media of Miliband launching a successful leadership challenge. In the end he did not act. A few years later, in the 2010 leadership contest, David began as favourite to win but was defeated by his younger brother, Ed. Some in the Labour Party and the media still regard David as the lost leader, the one that would have led his party back to power. Nonetheless, if David had become leader there probably would have been a thousand columns and knowing judgements asserting that the party had elected the wrong brother. Perceptions of leaders are fickle and can quickly change.

There is a single chapter on the Miliband brothers, as their tense, discordant dances towards the crown were staged more or less at the same time. They had similarities, unsurprisingly, and yet were far apart ideologically. Both contributed to the fall of the other. Both were decent and thoughtful. Yet they form a dark chapter – two brothers who became ambitious, or perhaps had ambition thrust upon them, and who did not fulfil their desire to reach the top.

There is only one woman on this list and she only just met the criteria, a sad reflection on the male-dominated world of British politics, especially Labour Party politics. Potential female prime ministers in the Conservative Party became prime minister. Margaret Thatcher and Theresa May would have qualified for this book if they had not secured the superior qualification of moving into Number Ten. In the Labour Party there is a case for Margaret Beckett and Harriet Harman. Both might have been formidable prime ministers, but neither went through a phase when they were considered as likely candidates. To her regret, Harman never stood for the leadership, and she acquiesced when Gordon Brown did not make her deputy prime minister after she had won the deputy leadership contest in 2007, a considerable triumph in a strong field of candidates. If she had insisted on being made deputy prime minister or had stood and won the 2010 leadership contest, she may have become a prime minister or another that we never had. She did not do so.

Margaret Beckett held a range of Cabinet posts including Foreign Secretary, and was also acting leader when John Smith died in 1994. She was a formidable voice when Labour was in power and when it struggled in opposition after the 2010 election – always authoritative, and more experienced than most of her colleagues who flourished in the New Labour era. Beckett had been a minister in the 1970s, and was on the left as the party erupted into civil war after the 1979 election defeat. Such was her range and depth that she had the capacity to contextualize and weigh up significance as apparent crises erupted most hours of each day. A calm perspective is a rarity in the frenzy of modern politics.

Her only realistic chance of becoming a potential prime minister was if she had won the 1994 leadership contest. However, Tony Blair was the victor by a big margin; he’d been seen as the winner from the moment he announced his candidacy. Famously, the only question in the summer of 1994 was whether it should be Blair or Brown. Rightly or wrongly, even at the height of their careers, neither Harman nor Beckett were spoken of as potential prime ministers. Harman never saw herself in that role. Beckett dared to hope that her role might be permanent when she became temporary leader. When Blair entered the race, her hope vanished.

Barbara Castle is included in this book. She did not envisage becoming prime minister either, although she was flattered to be described sometimes as the politician who might be ‘the first woman prime minister’. Like Harman, she did not stand in a single contest to be leader. Castle makes the list on the basis that for a short time she was the most prominent woman in British politics, and was seen by her admirers in the Labour Party and the media as a potential prime minister.

Quite a lot of the perceptions are retrospective in her case. During Labour’s 2020 leadership contest the candidates were asked regularly for their favourite past Labour leaders. The response of Lisa Nandy when taking part in a Channel Four debate was for a non-leader: ‘Barbara Castle was the best PM Labour never had.’ In a leadership contest, every utterance is picked apart; this was a subtle response, avoiding the dangerous symbolism of backing an actual leader from the past. Nandy’s choice also showed that Castle’s legacy had endured. The former Labour Cabinet minister Patricia Hewitt spoke similarly a few years earlier: ‘Barbara Castle should have been Labour’s – and Britain’s – first female prime minister. What a role model she would have been: passionate, fiery and absolutely committed to social justice.’1 Indeed, while reflecting on her own career, Margaret Beckett also made the case for Castle being the Labour prime minister we never had.2

Castle had many of the qualities required for leadership: burning convictions, charm, energy, and the ability to communicate the reasons for her beliefs to an audience that might not automatically share them. She also had a skill for forming genuine friendships with some of the biggest figures, always helpful when riding towards the top. Harold Wilson admired and liked Castle. She greatly respected him, observing often that if Wilson had stayed on as prime minister instead of resigning in 1976, Labour would have won in 1979.

Castle did not become the UK’s first woman prime minister. Margaret Thatcher got there in 1979. In the mid-1970s, Castle noted in her diary that her fellow Cabinet minister, Shirley Williams, had become Wilson’s favourite: ‘Harold is singling out Shirley for special and repeated praise… The newspaper stories about her becoming prime minister are increasing.’3 But, like Castle, Williams never thought she would acquire the crown: ‘I was excited that people were saying it, but I never took that PM stuff very seriously. I knew it wasn’t going to happen. I don’t think I’d have been a terribly good prime minister. Or I would have been either very good or hopeless.’4

Williams is an interesting case. At her peak, polls suggested she was hugely popular with the wider electorate; she was committed and politically courageous, with a melodious voice. The sound of a leader’s voice matters. Williams’s was far more engaging than Margaret Thatcher’s. Castle’s diaries are punctuated with jealous references to how Williams was admired by both Wilson and the media. But in spite of her popularity, Williams was defeated at key moments, losing her seat in 1979, failing to hold Crosby for the SDP in 1983 having won a famous by-election there following her defection from Labour, and not winning a Cambridge seat in 1987. She never stood in a contest to be leader of either Labour or the SDP, although she became leader of the Liberal Democrats in the House of Lords, a relatively minor post. Williams never got into a position where she could be feasibly seen as the next prime minister; indeed, as she moved closer to such a place, voters rejected her. Williams failed to secure a safe seat for life, one of the fundamental qualifications for leadership. As a result, she suffered the weird experience of being hugely popular nationally – and with the likes of Harold Wilson – while living in justified fear of losing her seat.

There are three men who emphatically do qualify for the dubious honour of inclusion but do not feature in the book. Two Labour leaders, Hugh Gaitskell and John Smith, would almost certainly have become prime minister. Iain Macleod, Edward Heath’s chancellor after the 1970 election, might well have done. All three died prematurely. They are not included because, sadly, there is no mystery as to why they failed to reach the very top.

There is another category of politicians who do not qualify for inclusion in my list: those who might have been great prime ministers, even if they stood no realistic chance of reaching the very top. The case can be made for more or less anyone depending on your point of view. The former Conservative leader William Hague often gets quite a few votes when this game is played out on the radio or in articles. He does not make this book because there was not a single moment while he was Conservative leader after the 1997 election when he or anyone else thought he would win the subsequent election. When he was duly beaten in 2001 he resigned as leader, spending more time playing the piano, writing good books and earning decent money on the speech-making circuit. By the time he returned to the fray as shadow Foreign Secretary and then Foreign Secretary under David Cameron, all ambition had been sated. This does not mean he would not have made a good prime minister. It means he was never widely seen as a potential prime minister when he was politically active or had a realistic chance of reaching Number Ten.

On the other side, the same boundaries apply to the former Cabinet minister Alan Johnson, who was charming, decent, a natural communicator and experienced as a minister. He too might have thrived in the top job. But, as he has reflected, he did not win the party’s deputy leadership contest in 2007 and never fought a contest to be leader. Johnson struggled when Ed Miliband made him shadow chancellor.

In cases like Hague and Johnson, there are no mysteries to solve. They did not become prime minister because they had no chance – whatever their strengths of character. This is not a book based on my views or anyone else’s about who might have been a great prime minister. Such a book could be longer than War and Peace.

The failures of those included in this book require deeper explanation and exploration. All those who meet the criteria of ‘prime ministers we never had’ appeared to be in a position where the crown was within their reach. None of them seized the glittering prize, yet this book is not by any means a study of failure. The doomed figures were high achievers in varying ways. Some, like Jeremy Corbyn, were bewildered by how high they climbed. Most were disappointed they did not climb higher, but they had already achieved much in government or as leaders of the Opposition. The prime ministers we never had are very different from each other but are bound by one tantalizing common question: why did they fail to make the final leap? That is the question this book seeks to answer. Each chapter is not a full account of a political life. That would also make Tolstoy’s novels seem slim. Instead, the characters and their specific strengths and flaws are assessed, to discover why they got so seemingly close and yet in the end were so far from seizing the crown.
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The demands on those who do reach the very top are immense. The coronavirus that began to rage across the UK in March 2020 presented even greater challenges in terms of leadership than the financial crash of 2008 did. There will be more pandemics, testing not only the health of a country but its economy too. The UK’s tottering social care provision was exposed tragically during the Covid-19 pandemic, but remedying the squalid fragilities of a lightly regulated sector will be expensive and complex. The NHS too is underfunded compared with health systems in equivalent countries. Meanwhile, climate change will only be addressed by leaders of vision ready to take tough decisions that might well be unpopular, at least in the short term. And now that the UK has left the EU, its place in the world is less clearly defined. The UK itself is vulnerable, as Scotland and Northern Ireland stir in different ways. Robust and resolute leadership is evidently required. But quite often the robustly resolute do not become prime minister, while those ill-suited to meet the titanic demands of leadership make it to Number Ten. Why is this?

The answers matter partly because if a prime minister has an overall majority, they wield considerable power. After his personal triumph in the December 2019 election, Boris Johnson was in a strong enough position to decide almost single-handedly his government’s response to the pandemic in the spring of 2020, as well as the form that Brexit would take – two historic sequences that would have been different under an alternative prime minister. There are endless similar examples of the near-presidential conduct of prime ministers, from Margaret Thatcher’s monetarist economic experiment to Tony Blair’s decision to back President Bush’s war in Iraq. These were partly personal crusades, and they would have taken a different form if others had made it to Number Ten.

I avoid too much counter-factual speculation. This is not a book about ‘Prime Minister Neil Kinnock’ or ‘Prime Minister Ken Clarke’. Obviously, the UK’s path would not have been precisely the same if any of the figures in this book had become prime minister. Whether the UK would be in a better place is inevitably another subjective judgement. We all have our own views, based on where we stand politically. However, I do make the case that if Heseltine had won the Conservative leadership contest in 1990, the course of history in the UK would have been dramatically different.

Similarly, if Kinnock, Ed Miliband or Corbyn had won general elections, the UK would be in a different place, as their victories would have meant a change of governing party. But how much space would any of them have had as prime minister? If Corbyn had won, he might not have secured an overall majority, and would have faced the constraining hell of the global pandemic as well as having to spend energy and time on addressing the still-unresolved Brexit question. Ed Miliband assumed he would be a prime minister in a hung parliament in 2015. Such a context would have limited his radical instincts, as would the dynamics in the Labour Party at a time when those who did not share his leftish views held senior positions. Nonetheless, if Miliband had won in 2015, there would have been no Brexit referendum. Miliband had bravely opposed the proposition in the election, and got little credit for his stance even from pro-EU newspapers. In the 2015 election, the pro-European Financial Times urged its readers to vote Conservative. In a near-incomprehensible editorial, the even more pro-European Independent argued for a return of the Conservative/Liberal Democrat coalition.

Kinnock, in 1992, also worked on the understanding that if he became prime minister it would be in a hung parliament. In such a context, he would have had to spend much energy on assembling support to win votes in the Commons, and would have had a tense relationship with his chosen chancellor, John Smith. As prime minister, John Major faced the nightmare of the Exchange Rate Mechanism (ERM) crisis in September 1992. Kinnock might have done too, although he has always maintained he and Smith would have adopted a different approach on gaining power. Gazing through the speculative fog, what is clearer is that Labour was more or less united in its approach to Europe. Major’s difficulties in legislating the Maastricht Treaty might have been avoided under Kinnock.

In truth, we will never know what would have happened if any of those in this book had become prime minister. Speculation is as fruitless as guessing what happens to characters in a novel without a clear ending. Subtle writers sometimes decide not to give a definitive resolution; our time as readers is better spent trying to make sense of what the author has decided to convey. Similarly, in the equally subtle and febrile world of politics, it is more fruitful to focus on what did happen to the prime ministers we never had, and to discover the reasons why they did not get to Number Ten.

With the exception of Rab Butler, I have known to varying degrees the prime ministers we never had that are featured in this book. As with the prime ministers in my previous book, I found them all more complex and interesting than the way they were often perceived or portrayed. I interviewed Roy Jenkins several times towards the end of his life, about politics and his biographies of Gladstone and Churchill. He was always generous with his wine at any time of day. On one occasion, the journalist John Lloyd and I went to interview him at his office in the Lords at 11 in the morning. Good wine was served. But Jenkins was also generous on a much more important level. He was widely mocked as a grand and lofty figure, but he had a refreshing and counter-intuitively modest curiosity, often asking about others in politics and the media. After interviews, he was always keen to talk about what was happening and how I as a columnist chose topics and individuals as themes. Jenkins once observed to me, accurately, how difficult it was for columnists in the era of New Labour and weak opposition, when the ‘only two dominant figures are Blair and Brown… in previous decades there were a greater range of big figures to write about on both sides.’ I was struck that, at the end of a mountainous career, Jenkins was still fascinated by the art of column writing.

Denis Healey was equally engaged and more mischievous when I interviewed him a few times, mainly about his period as chancellor in the 1970s. The interviews were decades after he was at the Treasury. He was passionate about the era in which he had played a part, and less curious, I sensed, than Jenkins about what was happening when Labour returned to power in 1997.

Barbara Castle was so mischievous she made me laugh out loud on the few occasions I interviewed her or met her. In the chapter on her, I quote extensively from one of my interviews, during which she revealed whether or not she had an affair with her friend Michael Foot. She was nearly blind at the time I knew her, and yet she could see sharply all that was happening in the early phase of the New Labour era. My exchanges with these three prime ministers we never had were all towards the end of their lives, all personal political ambition spent. They were free to reflect.

I got to know Neil Kinnock much better after he ceased to be Labour leader, and I continue to meet up with him regularly. The Observer columnist William Keegan and I have spent many long, convivial lunchtimes drinking too much wine and discussing politics with him. He can be as fun and insightful now as I remember him being when he was a rising star in the Labour Party. I recall observing him from a distance then: the youthful orator who could fill every hall in the land; the guest on TV chat shows; a star of the left who turned on Tony Benn at a pivotal moment. Then he became leader and endured nine years of hope and hell. I note that when he reflects on his time as leader, the pain is still there – as well as the ability to laugh as he highlights the farcical absurdities of leading Labour as the party went through a phase when it was almost impossible to lead.

All the prime ministers that never were challenge the caricatures that defined their public image. Perhaps Michael Heseltine does so most of all. At least that is what I found on the few occasions I interviewed him or spent a bit of time with him. He might have been a performer and intensely ambitious, but he also possessed a deep seriousness and sense of responsibility. When I asked him in a BBC radio studio about his party and Europe after he had left the Commons, he almost shook with anger and sorrow. I observed a similar surprising intensity in a different context. In the autumn of 1992 he was president of the Board of Trade in John Major’s government, and struggling with his decision to close several deep coal mines. Tory MPs were in revolt. Unusually, Tory-supporting newspapers backed the miners and not the Conservative government. My then BBC colleague John Pienaar and I had lunch with Heseltine at the height of the crisis. Heseltine deployed every implement on the table – knives, forks, salt and pepper pots, unused plates and glasses – to show what he was trying to do with the mines and to explain the support he was giving to those who would lose their jobs. I noticed that his hands were shaking as he moved the implements around. He had found the crisis traumatic and it had taken a toll on him, not because of the impact on his leadership ambitions but because of the burden of the responsibility. In terms of mastering policy implications he was not frivolous as Boris Johnson could be, or casually shallow as David Cameron often was. There was a weightiness to Heseltine. Yet it was the Etonian duo, Cameron and Johnson, who made it to Number Ten.

I interviewed Michael Portillo for a Radio 4 series on those who had lost their seats or elections at key moments in their careers. Famously, Portillo lost his seat in Labour’s 1997 landslide. He not only had to accept defeat but adapt also to the fact that voters were thrilled by his humiliation. ‘Were you up for Portillo?’ became the slogan of the night. He spoke openly about the saga and the degree to which it triggered a new outlook on politics and life. But he also admitted that, years later, he still looked at whoever was prime minister with a degree of envy.

To some extent, Portillo also had curiosity. When I was a guest on BBC One’s This Week, the political show in which Portillo formed an engaging double act with the Labour MP Diane Abbott, he was the most interested in the answers to questions and the least predictable in discussions. Curiously, there was the same enigmatic quality when he was at his peak as a potential prime minister as there was later, when he became more of a TV celebrity. He had changed as a public figure and yet the basis of his charisma had not. From seeking to be prime minister to becoming a TV presenter he was charming and engaged, yet also reserved, distant and self-contained.

I knew the Miliband brothers best of all, liked them both and found the leadership contest in which they were both candidates something of a nightmare, as did many other political journalists. During the New Labour era, I met up with them often – separately of course. I also saw a fair amount of Ed when he was leader and in the aftermath of his election defeat in 2015. The careers of the two Milibands took an unlikely course. Only Jeremy Corbyn can beat them in his even more bizarre political journey. They began as assiduously thoughtful special advisers, working behind the scenes in opposition and then in government – David committed to Tony Blair and Ed to Gordon Brown. Although they were written about often, they were not public figures for many years. They seemed fairly content with their background roles while others battled it out in public. Yet they became prominent politicians speedily once they had secured safe parliamentary seats. After which their careers developed with a weird intensity, partly fuelled by the fraternal rivalry but also by the way personal ambition took hold of them as if from nowhere. I did not get the impression they started out aching to lead their party or were even wholly sure at the beginning they wanted to become MPs. Yet both ended up ferociously determined to lead, more or less at around the same time.

The least likely course of any figure in this book was the one taken by Jeremy Corbyn. He makes the Milibands’ journey seem normal. Corbyn had no desire to be a leader even when he stood for the leadership contest in 2015. His rise and fall is one of the most remarkable stories in modern British politics. I used to interview him regularly, long before he became leader, when I presented GMTV live early on Sunday mornings. The production team discovered that Corbyn was willing to come to the studio, often at short notice, as he lived nearby. Over coffee afterwards he was always polite and modest. After he resigned as leader, some commentators suggested that Corbyn was a vain narcissist.5 I have never met a politician who was less vain. No doubt after he became leader the idolatry that greeted him at public events partly went to his head. It would go to the head of any human being. Before then, he was content to be a local MP and vote against his party leadership in the Commons on a regular basis. When he was leader I occasionally bumped into him jogging near Finsbury Park in north London. By then he had good cause to be wary of nearly all journalists, but he was always pleasant and unassuming in conversations.

During the period Corbyn was leader he never went in for personal attacks on anyone, even to the point that he struggled to launch an onslaught against Theresa May or Boris Johnson at Prime Minister’s Questions. Similarly, he was too decent to sack virtually anyone on his frontbench or in his office. These were failings in the context of leadership. A leader must be ruthless. And these were by no means his only flaws as a leader. Unsurprisingly, as an MP who had given no thought to leadership, he struggled to lead. I suspect that, far from being a narcissist, he was relieved on many levels not to have been prime minister. Even so, he got closer than many expected. In the aftermath of the 2017 election I had conversations with several Labour and Conservative MPs who told me, in the midst of the chaos of Theresa May’s premiership, that Corbyn could well be prime minister before very long. He never was.

Like those in my previous book, The Prime Ministers: Reflections on Leadership from Wilson to Johnson, the chapters that follow are based on a series of unscripted BBC talks, each one recorded in a single thirty-minute take. Some of the talks are still available on BBC iPlayer or YouTube. The themes, lessons and epic dramas are explored at much greater length in this book.

The prime ministers who never were form as much of a soundtrack to our lives as do the prime ministers. At their peak they were each talked about and analysed as much as the occupants of Number Ten were. Hope is a driving force in politics, explaining why so many keep going in spite of the overwhelming pressure. The characters in this book dared to hope that they would be prime minister. Their hopes were dashed, but each of them had good cause to dream.
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RAB BUTLER

Rab Butler is the original prime minister we never had. Butler is one of those rare former Cabinet ministers whose name and deeds are still often cited. When they are, an observation usually follows, along the lines of, ‘Ah yes, Rab Butler, the best prime minister we never had’. Indeed, the persistent claim forms the subtitle of a recent biography of Butler, although the author wisely adds a question mark.1

The judicious question mark has its place not so much because of the adjective ‘best’. That is a subjective judgement. Rather, the justified doubt is over whether Butler was ever in a strong enough position to become prime minister, in spite of his remarkable career. On so many levels Butler was supremely well qualified. No one else in this book can compete with him in terms of experience and range. He held multiple roles for decades: a reforming minister, a modernizing party chairman and a stand-in prime minister. Butler had a high profile on the political stage from the 1930s until the Conservatives were defeated in the 1964 election. In each post he had a profound impact. Butler was not a ‘here today, gone tomorrow’ politician. He was a change-maker.

There is a striking contrast between Butler’s ministerial career at points when he might have become prime minister and the careers of some of those who did climb to the very top. Tony Blair and David Cameron had no ministerial experience when they became prime ministers. Margaret Thatcher was only briefly Education Secretary. John Major had held two of the most senior jobs, Foreign Secretary and chancellor, but only fleetingly.

Compare those examples of limited or no ministerial experience with Butler’s mind-boggling range. As a junior minister in the early 1930s he played a significant role in implementing plans that helped India become autonomous from the British Empire, a highly charged mission that included the handling of opponents within the Conservative Party – not easy for a senior minister, let alone a junior one. During the war he was responsible for education, passing the Education Act of 1944, one of the few examples of legislation that was still cited for its significance half a century later.

After the Conservatives were slaughtered in the 1945 election, Butler was a reformer in opposition, seeking ways of synthesizing Tory values with the fresh challenges and assumptions of the postwar era, one in which Labour ruled with a big majority. Blending a party’s traditional values with changing orthodoxies is an art form. Although not exuberant as a public performer, Butler was an artist in terms of encouraging his largely reluctant party to move with the times. As a result, the Conservatives soon resumed their traditional role of winning elections.

When he was made chancellor in October 1951, Butler faced the demands of strengthening a fragile post-war economy. There were oscillations in terms of progress and his own popularity, as there are for all chancellors who serve for more than a moment or two. But on the whole, the economy was stronger by the end of his spell at the Treasury than at the beginning. Butler moved on to become an innovative Home Secretary under Harold Macmillan in the late 1950s, as well as performing several other tasks. He was briefly Foreign Secretary in the run-up to the 1964 election. He even stood in when the actual prime minister was ill, on two highly sensitive occasions.

Most Cabinet ministers do not last for very long. They soon find they are not up to the job, fall out with their leader, or get bored too easily. Some are moved from department to department without staying long enough to leave any significant mark. Butler’s political CV is daunting and this is only a brief introductory summary. He had more experience than several incoming modern prime ministers put together.

Here is a depressing lesson of leadership: for aspiring leaders, there is greater safety in having no past of significance than one of such depth that controversies and consequences are recalled when the crown moves into sight. Butler’s patient, practical reforming zeal propelled him to the top of his party, but it was also a significant obstacle in the way of him becoming prime minister.
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The proposals to give greater self-government to India were complex and highly contentious. Winston Churchill was one of many Conservative MPs who looked on warily at what the youthful Rab Butler was doing – an intimidating prospect. Party members were equally concerned as Butler in his role as junior minister put the case for what became the Government of India Act in 1935.

Butler was a genuine modernizer, unlike many more recent figures in the Conservative Party who have claimed this vaguely defined epithet for themselves. In the case of India he faced one last defiant cry from old-fashioned imperialists and took them on politely. Butler had a good relationship with local party members in his Saffron Walden constituency, but even they felt compelled to ‘express great apprehension lest the granting of self-government to India… may be injurious to the British Empire’.2 His first move as a minister was substantial but it alienated a significant section of his party. Genuine reformers are bound to antagonize those within their party who cling to the status quo.

In seeking change, Butler was not dogmatic. His determined pragmatism was on display from the beginning as he patiently sought ways of bringing doubters with him. He insisted regularly in the Commons that the proposals in relation to India were the product of compromise and determined expediency; they represented what Tony Blair would later call the ‘third way’. The British government retained a right to intervene if it judged governors in India were ruling irresponsibly. Self-government depended partly, and vaguely, on the consent of the Westminster government.

Inevitably, this third-way approach did not satisfy more ardent imperialists. Churchill and his supporters established the India Defence League, a pressure group committed to keeping India as part of the British Empire. In response, Butler was involved in setting up the Union of Britain and India, whose name articulated the ambiguity of the limited leap towards self-government. And so in his first ministerial role, Butler was at the heart of a divide within the Conservative Party, implementing seismic changes in a cautious manner. If there was a template for Butler’s career, this was it.

One of Butler’s great enduring strengths was fully formed from the beginning: his eagerness to work with non-Conservatives, including policy specialists and those from other political parties. He had consulted widely over self-government for India. In doing so he pushed at the boundaries of what a section of his party would accept, and yet he sought to manage internal dissent as subtly as possible, which was another of his talents. Churchill praised Butler even as he vilified more senior ministers, quite an achievement for the youthful politician. Butler had been careful to treat Churchill with solicitous respect in the Commons and in private meetings. He was alert to the political mood at any given time and knew Churchill was a potential leader. More immediately, Butler recognized that the great ego would erupt less ferociously if treated with charming deference.

There were other strengths. From the beginning of his career Butler was a doer who derived satisfaction from implementing policies as much as from the theatre of politics. Some colleagues thought him closer in certain respects to a civil servant, mastering detail and looking towards putting policies into effect. This was a misjudgement, mistaking his capacity for work and his self-effacement as the traits of a technocrat. Butler was ideologically rooted on the centre right, a politically deft one-nation Conservative capable of finding the means to bring about ends, forging new alliances and creating a consensus around thorny issues. He did not have the temperament of a civil servant. He was a constructive and creative Conservative politician.

When Butler was made president of the Board of Education in 1941 the same patterns recurred. There was already a broad but fragile political consensus about the need for sweeping changes to education provision. As is often the case with an apparent consensus, when specific measures were proposed there was little agreement within parties, let alone between them.

The need for reform of schools had been widely recognized since the end of the First World War. In 1918, still exerting a restless radical verve, Liberal prime minister David Lloyd George had passed an Act aimed at raising the school leaving age and giving more responsibility to local authorities to run schools in place of overstretched churches and other religious institutions. The changes were never implemented, largely due to resistance from parts of the Conservative Party. Butler’s triumph as Conservative Education Secretary was to realize the essence of Lloyd George’s vision.

By the outbreak of the Second World War, Butler was getting used to making moves that challenged orthodoxies in his party. For some Conservatives, education was still seen as a religious responsibility even though their perception was at odds with reality. Churches did not have the resources or the inclination to meet the demand for school places. As with his plans for India, Butler had to deal with the wariness of Churchill, who was now a wartime prime minister rather than a formidable backbencher. Churchill wanted Butler to focus on schools delivering as best they could in wartime conditions. Butler insisted that the education system needed to adapt more fundamentally to modern conditions. He was much less demonstrative than Churchill but far more ambitious, at least in terms of domestic reform.

Again, Butler looked beyond the boundaries of the Conservative Party, calculating rightly that in the national wartime government he would have the support of Labour ministers – including the deputy prime minister and Labour leader, Clement Attlee. In making the case for more secular education and a school leaving age of fifteen, rising to sixteen, Butler cited the left-wing political philosopher R. H. Tawney as much as he did more conservative advocates of change.

As with his approach to India he was not recklessly inexpedient. He sought again a third way, although in doing so from the right Butler was more at ease with embracing some on the left than Blair tended to be when he navigated this deceptively tricky terrain as Labour prime minister. Blair was not known for citing Tawney very often, while Butler was freer to do so as he wooed Labour figures.

Butler was a navigator of what was possible, and more of an incrementalist than his internal opponents dared to realize or acknowledge. Following complex negotiations with religious leaders, a majority of the Anglican church schools were effectively absorbed into the state system. As part of the compromise, a third of them received higher state subsidies while retaining autonomy over admissions, curricula and teacher appointments. Churches had lost some of their grip but by no means all. Well into the twenty-first century, some church schools would still be targeted by middle-class parents who discovered an attachment to Christianity in order to secure a place for their children. Butler’s historic education policies had distinct limits and yet marked a radical break with the past.

The most enduring reform of the 1944 Act established secondary education at the age of eleven, while abolishing fees for state secondary schools. The Act also renamed the Board of Education as the Ministry of Education, giving it greater powers and a bigger budget. Subtly, the legislation was both a move towards greater centralization and an assertion of localism, with councils acquiring more responsibility for local schools. The Act hinted at a much bigger vision of how to manage a public service through robust central and local government. The hint was not followed through, however. Following decades of confused corporatism in the 1960s and 1970s, the UK government opted for weaker central government and moribund local government after 1979, a combination that led to a more atomized state. By then, Butler’s one-nation conservatism was out of fashion.

Even so, the 1944 Act became totemic. On its sixtieth anniversary, the chief inspector of schools, David Bell, noted in a lecture:


It is no wonder that the 1944 act is often referred to as the Butler act, as a measure of the respect for Rab Butler’s contribution to the development of state education. The fact that we continue to work towards his educational goals reflects the high quality of his forward thinking and the debt we owe him for stimulating and guiding great steps forward in educational provision in this country. It is time now for the generations who have benefited from Butler’s visionary thinking to repay that debt, and seek to improve further the life chances of the generations to come.3



Not many Cabinet ministers have their name associated with reforms that are the subject of a lecture decades later. Most are not associated with reforms while they are ministers. Yet Butler was a cautious visionary. His changes meant that, although pupils had at last the benefits of a later school leaving age, they faced the prospect of selection at eleven, an arbitrary age for a child’s long-term fate to be determined. Some church schools continued to flourish and became part of a new elite.

In spite of the reactionary strands of the legislation, the Act marked a big leap on both practical and ideological grounds, guaranteeing British children an education until they were at least fifteen. In some respects, Butler was framing arguments about a more benevolent state that came to underpin the 1945 Labour government. This does not mean Butler was by any means a figure of the left, but he was willing to contemplate a bigger role for government, not least in the context of the 1940s and the Second World War. He was ahead of his party on this – the only place for a genuinely reforming minister to be, but not one that necessarily endears a potential leader to local members. Butler was as personally ambitious as any of his Conservative Party contemporaries, but he was a tireless reformer who did not always calculate how this left him in terms of becoming leader.

After Labour’s victory in 1945, Butler became a thoughtful opponent. Quite a lot of the Conservative frontbench was surprised to be out of power after the war. Butler kept going, applying the same intelligent energy as he had done in government. Here too there are parallels with the approach of Tony Blair and Gordon Brown in the build-up to the 1997 election. They were obsessed with the question of why Labour kept losing elections, and they sought, with varying degrees of success, to synthesize the values of their party with the attitudes of the voters who’d abandoned them – or who’d never supported them to begin with. Both became prime minister. Butler performed at least as effective an act of synthesis for the Conservatives, but he did not become prime minister.

After Attlee’s victory in 1945, Churchill’s instinct was to attack Labour with a renewed ferocity without looking too closely at his own party. He was a restlessly impatient loser. Butler was less complacently bombastic, recognizing there was little to be gained from mounting an onslaught that by implication challenged the judgement of the voters. Attlee had won a landslide. Butler knew the Tory message had to be much more sophisticated than ‘the voters got it wrong’.

As head of the party’s research department, Butler published a series of charters that blended Tory support for enterprise and individualism with a recognition of government responsibilities and the importance of direction from the centre. He cited his Education Act as one model. Voters had backed a Labour government to make radical change in relation to the role of the state, and Butler did not believe the Conservatives could ignore what had happened. This did not make him a left-wing figure, much as Labour’s 1997 manifesto, although cautious, was not a programme of the right. The Tories’ manifesto in 1950 was a third-way programme that stressed the security of the individual while also being more supportive of trade unions. The Butler-inspired policies proposed to denationalize where practical and to retain state ownership if that delivered efficiencies. Butler had in mind Robert Peel’s 1834 Tamworth Manifesto, which had sought to adapt the Tory Party to fast-changing times.

The Conservatives gained ninety seats in the 1950 election, reducing the Labour majority to five, a major advance. Compare this partial comeback with what happened after their even bigger defeat in 1997, when the party was defeated again in 2001. It lacked a Butler-type figure. After 1945, Butler did more than any other Tory to convey a sense that his party was adapting to new times without changing its values, a tricky balancing act and one that did not always meet with Churchill’s approval.

By 1951 the Conservatives were back in power and Churchill was prime minister once again. Although Butler had played a substantial role in reviving his party, the Tory right was not grateful. Some MPs were wary of Butler’s liberal instincts and his willingness to move beyond what they regarded as traditional conservatism. It was the recurring pattern: Butler made a difference, and in doing so he alienated some on his own side. With some misgivings, Churchill made Butler chancellor. He shared the doubts felt by sections of the Conservative Party. Was Butler too liberal? Was he too willing to move on the terrain occupied by Labour? The answer to both questions was ‘no’.

Butler’s reputation at the Treasury soared, fell and rose again, arguably the best that chancellors can hope for. A few chancellors endure a largely hostile reaction during their entire tenure at the Treasury. None enjoy universal praise. Most go up and down in popularity, which is why being chancellor is not a safe route to becoming prime minister. Neither Roy Jenkins nor Denis Healey made it to the top. James Callaghan did, but only after retreating to other posts for many years. John Major was lucky in being chancellor for such a short time, delivering only one budget. It is testimony to Gordon Brown’s wilfulness and agility that he went from being Labour’s longest-serving chancellor to the occupant of Number Ten, but as his reputation rose and sank several times at the Treasury he agonized over whether he would ever get the top job.

Butler was chancellor at a challenging time. He inherited a significant balance of payments deficit, a key test of economic fragility then and for several decades to come. He responded to the UK’s post-war economic vulnerability by instigating another of his New Labour–like third ways. This time he was an early version of Gordon Brown rather than Tony Blair. In his first budget, in 1952, he promised ‘realism and hope’, close in its attempt to reassure and inspire to Brown’s ‘prudence for a purpose’. Towards the end of his reign at the Treasury, The Economist wrote about ‘Butskellism’, detecting a coming together of Butler’s policies and those of Labour’s Hugh Gaitskell. Gaitskell had been chancellor when Labour was defeated in the 1951 election. Butler replaced him in the new Conservative government, and Gaitskell became Labour’s leader. There was something to the Butskellism assessment: Butler accepted elements of a mixed economy, as did Gaitskell. Both were advocates of what is now known vaguely as ‘fair taxation’. In one of his budgets, Butler introduced tax cuts that were paid for by an excessive profits tax. Gaitskell might have done the same.

But the elements of Gaitskell’s approach that Butler shared tended to be policies more readily associated with a Conservative government. As shadow chancellor, Butler had supported Gaitskell’s plan to increase defence spending, to be paid for with a new prescription charge – the emblematic bargain that provoked the Cabinet resignations of Aneurin Bevan and Harold Wilson. For a Conservative, there are benefits to hailing a policy that divides Labour. David Cameron did the same when he praised Tony Blair’s public service reforms after he became Conservative leader in 2005.

Butler was not on the left and Gaitskell was not a Conservative. Yet the term ‘Butskellism’ became a motif in the 1950s because it mischievously captured the methods of two figures adopting new approaches that attracted suspicion. At first, Butler was a prudent chancellor, deciding like Roy Jenkins would in the late 1960s that he had no other choice. But by the time of his second budget, in 1953, the economy was coming back to life. As it revived, Butler was widely seen as the great success of the Churchill peacetime government. The same happened to Gordon Brown and several other chancellors when they presided over apparently robust expanding economies.
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It was while Butler was chancellor that he first got close to the pinnacle of power. In the summer of 1953, Churchill had an unreported stroke that kept him out of action. This was the first episode of an extraordinary three-part drama in which Butler had a chance of being prime minister. Churchill’s Foreign Secretary, Anthony Eden, was undergoing a series of major operations and was also politically inactive for a time. The UK government was almost as incapacitated as it became when the coronavirus struck Boris Johnson and other senior figures in the spring of 2020.

The illness of prime ministers played a big part in Butler’s career. In 1953, the healthy Butler chaired several Cabinet meetings before Churchill returned to the fray. Like most prime ministers, Churchill could not give up. Still, for Butler the act of chairing Cabinet meetings in his absence was a potent one. He was carrying out prime ministerial duties.

Yet it was Eden who was finally selected as Churchill’s successor in April 1955. With Eden apparently healthy again, Butler did not stand much of a chance. For years there had been a sense of inevitability that when Churchill finally went it would be Eden’s turn. The assumption at the top of the Conservative Party was that Eden had waited long enough and must be given his opportunity to lead. Eden’s succession was similar to that of Gordon Brown in 2007; after a long wait, Brown was unstoppable. Though there was one significant difference. There was no alternative as substantial as Butler when Brown was crowned unopposed, after the bizarre leadership contest in which he was the only candidate. But, however weighty, Butler did little more than look on as Eden finally got his wish and moved into Number Ten.

Part two of this saga followed more speedily than anyone could have anticipated. This was Butler’s more substantial opportunity to acquire the crown. His failure to do so would cause him more anguish than anything else in his career.

The next vacancy in Number Ten was triggered by the dramatic fall of Eden as a result of the Suez Crisis that erupted in the summer of 1956. The ingredients of the crisis are darkly familiar – early examples of what would become distinct features of post-war British foreign policy. They took the form of what was known later as ‘British exceptionalism’. At first, Eden and his fickle supporters in the Conservative Party and the media displayed a strident sense of a uniquely mighty Britain. Yet the bombastic facade disguised a neurotic insecurity about the UK’s place in the world. The combination was seemingly a contradiction in terms, but the two elements were intimately linked. There are many echoes arising from the Suez drama: a need to appear strong in ways that unintentionally reveal weakness; a Labour leader sensing a need to seem supportive of military action; a media hailing the ‘courage’ of a military adventure only to turn and condemn ‘weak’ leadership. The ingredients were still in place, albeit in different forms, when Tony Blair made his moves towards the Iraq War, and when Margaret Thatcher instigated the Falklands War. However, in both those cases the prime ministers went on to win further elections. Suez destroyed Eden.

All hell broke loose when Egypt’s president, General Nasser, nationalized the Suez Canal in July 1956. The canal had been jointly owned by Britain and France and, in response to Nasser’s action, British exceptionalism and insecurity flared up. At first, the newspapers were jingoistic, demanding that something must be done, just as they did decades later when the Argentinian junta seized the Falkland Islands. The Labour leader, Hugh Gaitskell, felt compelled to join the outrage, comparing Nasser’s conduct to that of Mussolini and Hitler.

In keeping with his decision to resign over Neville Chamberlain’s appeasement of Germany in the 1930s, Eden was ready to act. The Second World War still loomed large, as it did when Thatcher and Blair instigated their military adventures: in one televised broadcast, Eden echoed Gaitskell and explicitly compared Nasser to the dictators of the 1930s.

As UK prime ministers are prone to when calculating military interventions, Eden made an assessment of how the UK stood in relation to the US. He assumed that, at the very least, President Eisenhower would not oppose military action. This was a fatal error. Eisenhower wanted all peaceful routes to be explored. Quickly, Eden discovered how dependent the UK had become on the economic and military might of the Americans. With the US threatening to withdraw financial support from sterling, the Cabinet was no longer united in its nationalistic bullishness. At one point, Harold Macmillan, who had replaced Butler as chancellor, threatened to resign unless a ceasefire was called.

The newspapers turned. As they did, Gaitskell also became an opponent of the military intervention. Having been praised for his Churchillian leadership, Eden became isolated, both at home and on the international stage. He had no choice but to end the military operation in November 1956, before much progress had been made.

The past had determined the assumptions of all the key players, distorting their judgement, as it would with future leaders in subsequent military interventions. In particular, Butler’s approach was framed by the 1930s. Back then he had been a strong supporter of appeasement, placing him in a wholly different position to Churchill, Eden and Macmillan, who had all famously opposed Neville Chamberlain’s foreign policy. Partly because of his personal history, Butler felt the need to at least partially back Eden and be seen to do so. He had been a dove in the 1930s. Now he must be a little more hawkish. In the early weeks of the crisis, Butler tried to restrain Eden, but to little or no effect. This time his third-way approach alienated both sides. In arguing for a more restrained approach he infuriated the gung-ho supporters of military action, while his failure to restrain the prime minister earned him the opprobrium of the plan’s opponents.

Arguably, Butler’s attitude was more consistent than that of his rival. Macmillan started out all for the use of force. He did not advise Eden to move cautiously. Then he made the leap to the other side. Publicly, Butler defended Eden and Suez, while privately he was more critical. Of course, the nuanced approach rarely works when the UK is involved in military action: some Cabinet ministers and Tory backbenchers regarded Butler as a figure they could not wholly trust, the supporter of appeasement now almost supporting military action but not quite doing so.

Macmillan was more skilled at being devious. The art of deviousness is an important qualification for leadership and difficult to pull off. It must pass largely undetected. A politician cannot succeed in their manipulative moves if everyone suspects them of being a schemer. In his response to Suez, Macmillan was more of an artist than Butler. Macmillan also had the space to equivocate, both as chancellor and because he’d opposed appeasement and therefore had no need to prove his muscularity.

Macmillan’s support for Eden’s policy at first was sincere. Yet when the fragility of the enterprise was becoming clear, he discreetly questioned the strategy of the chiefs of staff and argued as chancellor that no risks should be taken until the US gave its full support. He made the case on the grounds of the economic situation. Butler was now Leader of the House, no longer in the Treasury, and had no such ministerial cover for a shift towards overt scepticism, or lacked the suppleness to find a protective shield.

By November 1956, Eden was too ill to continue as leader and took a break in Jamaica. Butler deputized again, as he had done for Churchill. As Eden’s stand-in and deputy he had no choice but to be even more overtly loyal. Both Butler and Macmillan addressed the 1922 Committee of backbench MPs that month. Butler made clear his concerns about Suez but was in effect acting prime minister, and he struggled to be both loyal and disloyal simultaneously – again part of the artistry required of potential leaders. Macmillan was less constrained and used his limited space ruthlessly, highlighting the economic risks of a failed military venture. Sometimes events and circumstances conspire to place Cabinet ministers in a position where only one route is available to them. This was the case with Butler as Eden moved towards his doom. The obstacles on the route prevented Butler from becoming prime minister.

Eden never returned to lead. In January 1957, his doctors advised him to stand down on health grounds. This left Butler and Macmillan as the only two figures seen as possible successors. Unusually for him, Butler was more confident than he had cause to be. Normally, he was a perceptive reader of the political rhythms and possessed a fairly well-developed sense of where he was placed at any given time on the stage. This time he misread badly. In his overconfidence, Butler even went as far as preparing a statement that would form his televised prime ministerial address to the nation. He was acting prime minister, after all, and after the traumas of Suez dared to assume the smoothest transition to him being the actual prime minister.

He never stood a chance. Macmillan was a more textured politician who had managed his rise to the top with a greater sense of self-interest. He was the better Commons speaker, witty and combative, who’d made his mark as a successful Housing Minister, then a post of Cabinet rank, and as a stabilizing chancellor. Macmillan and Eden had been on the same side in the defining appeasement debate. In the years that followed, Macmillan had managed to retain better relations with Eden than Butler had. Eden never fully trusted Butler.

The party’s chief whip, Edward Heath, had a duty to inform Butler that he had not ‘emerged’ as Eden’s successor. This was the era in which the outgoing leader and the Cabinet in effect chose the successor. Only three Cabinet ministers supported Butler, with most of the rest backing Macmillan. Acquiring the ruthlessness to bear bad news was an early test of leadership for Heath. He told Butler he was not the chosen one with characteristic bluntness, but not even the subtlest of politicians could have sugared that particular pill. Butler never fully recovered from the shock. The degree to which he was taken aback revealed a naive side to his character: he was perceptive about others but not always wise about how others saw him.

Uniquely, Butler had a third chance to become prime minister. Most prime ministers we never had managed to get tantalizingly close to the summit once, or perhaps twice. Some never got much beyond base camp. Butler kept going in an era when the lure of quitting politics and making millions or becoming a TV star played little part in the calculations of ministers burdened by dashed hopes.

To soften the blow of his failure to succeed in 1957, Macmillan gave Butler the Home Office, which he took on while continuing as Leader of the House of Commons. Always hungry for work, he subsequently added a third string to his bow, that of party chairman, following the successful 1959 general election. While Macmillan saw himself as a global leader, Butler was once again a driver of domestic reform. He was a long-serving and relatively liberal Home Secretary while fulfilling other demanding roles. Butler was as prominent and active as ever, without establishing much of a rapport with Macmillan. Given the blows to his leadership ambitions, he possessed freakish levels of political stamina.

When Macmillan fell ill in the autumn of 1963, it was Butler yet again who stood in, even making the leader’s speech at the annual party conference, an event that became an unofficial leadership contest. By October, Macmillan had stood down on the advice of his doctors. Macmillan spent quite a few years half regretting that he followed the instructions of his medical advisers. He was not seriously ill and lived for many years after he resigned. Part of him recognized, however, that illness gave him the excuse he needed to get out with dignity as darkness descended on his leadership, with the Profumo affair, the ‘night of the long knives’ Cabinet reshuffle, and economic storms brewing. The Profumo saga involved spies, secrets, ministerial lies in the House of Commons and affairs with glamorous women – not an easy mix for Macmillan to play down in the media and beyond. Meanwhile, his reshuffle had been too obviously part of the panic-stricken mood. Amid the bloody mayhem, the Opposition leader, Harold Wilson, popped up to declare, ‘The prime minister has sacked half his cabinet… the wrong half.’ Wilson had learned the art of wit from observing Macmillan closely. Most successful leaders deploy wit like a weapon, though the likes of Margaret Thatcher show there are exceptions to this particular rule.

Even from his hospital bed Macmillan had significant influence over who would succeed him. At the very least, he wanted others apart from Butler to have a chance. Macmillan had told Butler privately more than once he would be the successor. But he had indicated the same to Lord Hailsham. Neither prevailed. Wielding Prospero-like powers from above the political fray, Macmillan did not go out of his way to help Butler, or indeed Hailsham, become the next prime minister.

Macmillan later told Hailsham that he had decided Butler ‘didn’t have it in him’.4 Macmillan could be perceptive about colleagues and opponents, but this particular judgement was arguably wrong. Alec Douglas-Home became the chosen one, resigning from the Lords to become prime minister. Douglas-Home was a less substantial figure than Butler and an easier target for Harold Wilson. The Labour leader pitched himself successfully as a modernizer, in contrast to the outdated aristocrat Douglas-Home. Wilson might have struggled more against a modernizing figure like Butler.

Macmillan had been wary of Butler since the 1930s, despite them both being positioned on the ‘one nation’ wing of the party. Macmillan had his own name for his third way, the ‘middle way’, and wrote a book with this title. Butler called his memoirs The Art of the Possible. Both men were pragmatists. Both were fascinated by the art of politics – reaching a consensus to bring about reform, the framing of arguments to win a case, and how to perform in the theatre of politics. In spite of this common ground, the two of them fell out badly early in their careers and their relations never fully recovered.

As part of Macmillan’s wider curiosity about politics and economic policy, he was fascinated by Oswald Mosley during the phase when Mosley was a left-wing minister in the tottering Labour government. In May 1930, Mosley resigned from Ramsay MacDonald’s government over its refusal to adopt a stimulus package largely aimed at reducing unemployment. Most Tories were delighted at Mosley’s departure and they backed MacDonald’s attempt to cut public spending. The exception was Macmillan. He wrote to The Times defending Mosley’s resignation as a principled act that challenged the ‘game of politics’. In an illuminating and partially courageous analysis, Macmillan noted that parties often contested elections on promises or pledges they would not meet, adding, ‘if these rules are to be permanently enforced, perhaps a good many of us will feel that it is hardly worth bothering to play at all. Sir Oswald Mosley thinks the rules should be altered. I hope some of my friends will have the courage to applaud and support his protest.’5

The next morning a riposte was published signed by four Conservatives, one of whom was Butler: ‘When a player starts complaining “that it is hardly worth while bothering to play” the game at all it is usually the player, and not the game, who is at fault. It is then usually advisable for the player to seek a new field for his recreation and a pastime more suited to his talents.’6 The elegant style, playing with the metaphor in Macmillan’s letter, suggested Butler was the instigator. At least, that was Macmillan’s view.

The exchange shone much light on the youthful duo. Macmillan was out of Parliament when he wrote the letter, but he had every intention of returning. His observations seemed braver than they were. He was hailing a Labour resignation rather than a Conservative act of disloyalty. He was not necessarily agreeing with Mosley’s economic interventionism, although he was fairly sympathetic at the time. Macmillan was celebrating conviction and integrity, and displaying a romanticized view of politics in which heroic individuals rather than team players should flourish. Inevitably, when he became prime minister he took a more orthodox approach to collective responsibility.

Butler’s response was a defence of the ‘game’ as played by both sides and a put-down of Macmillan for apparently not wanting to play by the rules. Yet the reply is also not quite what it seems. Butler was more ambitious than Macmillan when he was a Cabinet minister, working skilfully with non-Conservatives to implement reforms and sometimes pushing at party boundaries while also adhering to the rules of collective responsibility. While unswervingly loyal to the Conservative Party, he was never as tribal as his Times letter might have implied. After his career was over, his choice of biographer was revealing in this respect. Butler asked the Labour-supporting former editor of the New Statesman Anthony Howard to write the authorized account of his life. Howard was taken aback, but the request was true to the pattern of Butler’s character.

The spat between Butler and Macmillan was complicated, but the consequences were straightforward. Macmillan never forgave Butler for his lofty response in The Times. He had assumed he was making a legitimate point about principles and electoral mandates, and he was shocked to have been demolished by Conservative colleagues. At the very least, Macmillan was disinclined to do Butler favours in relation to becoming prime minister. This was borne out by subsequent events – first when Macmillan beat him to become prime minister in 1957, and then when he acted ambiguously during the dramatic autumn of 1963. Douglas-Home served as prime minister until the 1964 election. Wilson won by a narrow margin before securing a landslide victory in 1966. Butler’s long political career was over.
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Macmillan’s ambivalence towards Butler points to another lesson of leadership: aspiring leaders stumble if they antagonize too many influential figures. Butler failed to establish a rapport with Eden or Macmillan. Both used him as their deputy without helping him to succeed. Butler was pursuing his leadership ambitions when Conservative leaders were not elected but emerged, though he would not have been more successful if leaders had been elected by MPs or party members. In a long career he had been too effective as a policymaker and party modernizer. Even his admiring local party had been wary of his role in delivering a degree of self-government in India. Others disapproved of his education reforms. Some were wary of his liberal instincts as Home Secretary. By 1957 – and even more by 1963 – Butler hadn’t the space for a broad pitch.

He also made one fundamental policy misjudgement, another factor as to why he did not become prime minister. His support for Chamberlain’s appeasement policies in the late 1930s is an example of a stance taken by an aspiring leader from which there is no escape in the years that follow. The issue was so highly charged and of such consequence that the positions of the key players at the time were never forgotten. Eden’s resignation from Chamberlain’s government over appeasement helped him to become prime minister years later. Butler’s support for Chamberlain was on colleagues’ minds when they turned away from him. Perceptions of a potential leader’s past can play a big part in determining their fate.

Those raging debates over appeasement took place early in Butler’s political career, raising questions within the Conservative Party about his judgement as a possible leader. Towards the end of his career he failed to pass an altogether different test of leadership that had nothing to do with his stance on contentious policies. Leadership is partly a performance, and the Conservative party conference of 1963 provided Butler with a potentially glorious opportunity to perform – one he squandered. With Macmillan out of the picture, Butler was in effect delivering the leader’s speech, a gift for a prime ministerial candidate as the party considered who to choose next. While not a scintillating orator, Douglas-Home had thrilled the conference with his speech earlier in the week. Butler opted for cautious dullness in his ‘leader’s speech’. He was never a great speaker, even if he could be witty and elegant in debate. He chose not to be funny or particularly stylish in his lacklustre address.

This failure to rise to the occasion was echoed in 2005 at the Conservatives’ annual gathering, when, in a more formal setting, candidates gave speeches as part of their bid to become leader. Then it was the favourite, David Davis, who blew it, and David Cameron who was deemed to have delivered a triumphant address. Davis’s speech was not that bad and Cameron’s was not especially good, but perceptions form fast at party conferences. In 1963, ministers, MPs and activists left the conference in Blackpool disappointed by Butler’s contribution. In the aftermath, there was no great internal clamour for Butler to succeed Macmillan.

His support for appeasement in the 1930s, his early falling out with Macmillan, and his failure to match the noisy excitement of a feverish party conference in 1963 were specific factors that go some way to explain why a brilliant reforming minister was blocked from becoming prime minister. There were also character flaws that were in play throughout his career. Butler was determined and resilient, but he was not ruthless. Acquiring the leadership is partly a matter of timing, but also of tireless determination. When Eden and Macmillan were vulnerable as prime ministers, Butler was seen at times as a natural successor. But he never went for the kill. In the midst of the fast-moving drama in 1963, Butler could not face turning on his rivals, especially Douglas-Home whom he respected and regarded as a friend. Later, he observed, ‘I had against me such a terrific gent… if I had had the most ghastly walrus I might have done something.’7 Butler might have even waited quite some time to face down a ghastly walrus. He was brutal when he had been unwise to have been, tearing a young Macmillan apart, and then was far too restrained when engaged in a battle with old friends at the top of the Conservative Party.

Butler was also unlucky to face Macmillan – a charming, thoughtful, devious and witty rival on the same wing of the Conservative Party – at the height of his powers. And Eden appeared to be at least as formidable when he succeeded Churchill. Even the informal contest in 1963 was fought out by some of the more impressive figures in the party’s recent history. Butler’s most immediate rivals were Douglas-Home and Hailsham, but Iain Macleod, Reginald Maudling and Edward Heath were hovering – all with distinct qualities and experience, and each making calculations about their own future. Here is perhaps the simplest explanation of all as to why Butler did not become prime minister: he was up against some of the most weighty figures in post-war Conservative Party politics.
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There was no fourth chance for Butler. Three missed opportunities to become prime minister were more than enough. With Labour in power for six years after the 1964 election, he left active politics and became Master of Trinity College, Cambridge, as well as a Tory peer. Compared with most Cabinet ministers, Butler’s political career had been a triumph. His impact in each department as a Cabinet minister or junior minister had been both immediate and enduring. His modernization of the Conservative Party was deep, when such projects can be shallow. But becoming a prime minister places an aspiring leader on a far bigger stage, with more power to shape events. On the basis of his ministerial career, Butler would probably have made full use of the stage – more subtle than Eden in his handling of Suez, more focused on domestic reform than Macmillan, and a tougher opponent against Wilson in the 1964 election than Douglas-Home. Such is the complex relationship between aspiring leaders and their parties that Butler never stood a chance of finding out how well he might have done. He appeared to be closer to the very top than he ever was.

Despite the internal tensions that he generated, Butler remained reasonably comfortable with his party throughout his career, however much he was on its liberal side and despite senior figures conspiring to stop him from becoming prime minister. In some respects, Butler’s nearest equivalent within the Labour Party was Roy Jenkins, also a formidable Cabinet minister who implemented historic reforms. Like Butler, Jenkins was on the liberal wing of his party.

There was another similarity too: Jenkins was seen as a possible prime minister at more than one time. But Jenkins’s career was far more turbulent than Butler’s, and after six years as a dominant Cabinet minister he became deeply uncomfortable with his party in a way that Butler never did. For Jenkins and the Labour Party, the consequences were seismic.
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