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FOREWORD


BY NEIL KINNOCK





JOHN GOLDING WANTED LABOUR to be elected and re-elected to government as the party of justice, jobs, security and opportunity. Those purposes were and are shared by many. What made him different was his ruthless diligence in organising for them. In Labour’s years of near self-destruction in the late 1970s and 1980s he was merciless in his treatment of anyone or anything that he considered to be standing in the way of achieving those objectives. His relentless organisation, his plotting to beat plotters, his use of sectarian methods to beat sectarians are without precedent or copy.


This book is a dipped-in-vitriol documentary of those efforts. It tells the story without deference to the Marquis of Queensbury or anyone else, but with gallows humour, pace and fish-hook frankness. Because of that it provides a chronicle for students, a cracking read for anyone with a taste for raw politics, and an object lesson for any political party that allows itself to drift away from electoral reality and into the wilderness of illusion and self-obsession.


 


NEIL KINNOCK


JULY 2003




* * *





IN THE TWELVE YEARS since I wrote that Foreword, the Labour Party has won one and lost two general elections in tumultuous times. It experienced – at the top – sourness and split that, to a greater extent than ever before, arose from animosities between personalities and their retainers rather than policy conflicts. Its unprecedented thirteen years in government, which brought jobs, security and record health, education and anti-poverty spending, ended in the wake of history’s greatest economic crash caused by the excesses of international market chicanery. That government was buried in the shroud of ‘incompetence’ despite the fact that the Prime Minister and Chancellor had managed a gigantic rescue from ruin nationally and secured multi-governmental action that saved global capitalism from devastation. In this century, the party has been deserted by members disillusioned with decisions to wage war in the Middle East and make passive peace with ‘filthy rich’ financial interests. And then, following defeat in the 2015 general election, a surge in sentiment and eligible voters, enfranchised through revised party rules, resulted in the election to leadership of an MP that had around fifteen committed supporters in a PLP of 232.


That result did not surprise me. It was a reaction waiting to happen. The size of that victory was, of course, facilitated by the changes that vastly expanded the Labour electorate for the price of a pint (or its temperance equivalent). But from the moment that Jeremy Corbyn, more pleasant, calm and appealing than previous contestants from the PLP awkward squad, gained enough MP nominations to put him on the ballot paper, my own experience told me that he was odds-on favourite to win. For years, at frequent party suppers and socials, I had been factually exposing George Osborne’s falsehoods about ‘Labour’s ruinous legacy’, his risible ‘Long-Term Economic Plan’ and his ‘austerity’ regime of gross inequity and pillaging of community assets. In those meetings, using the arguments developed by respected economists, I also set out the rational case for investment-led durable growth and social solidarity, emphasising the interdependence of economic efficiency and social justice in modern economies. Those efforts, sometimes conversational and sometimes (I confess) tirading, had roused (mainly) Labour-supporting audiences from pervading glumness. Revealingly – and worryingly – people from diverse social and educational backgrounds, and of all ages, had said to me that they hadn’t ‘heard the argument put like that for a long time’. Even taking into account kindness to an old warhorse, such comments came so earnestly and so often that they couldn’t be attributed to courtesy, sentimentality or even appreciation of political jokes. They were expressions of frustration and a rising desire to ‘hit back’ with feasible, productive and enthusing alternatives. Labour’s cool, crafted critique was – despite its intelligence and sincerity – not articulating the disgust and fury aroused by the damage and injustice being done to communities and individuals by Toryism and by the glib arrogance with which the harm was being inflicted. Labour people were boiling with irritation and they wanted that to be voiced.


Those rank-and-file feelings were productively mobilised in the general election campaign. It was just about the most active in my 56-year memory of electoral battles – and, in England and Wales, brought a gain of over a million votes.


The feelings – the fervour – also became manifest in the leadership election: the votes of half of the existing party members poured to the candidate who seemed to express the accumulated dual emotions of outrage and idealism. Among the other sections of the electorate, the result was even more emphatic. As my countless conversations in the six months after June 2015 confirmed, the great majority of those – young and not young – who voted for ‘Jez’ were motivated by the same ‘dual emotions’ of resentment and hope. The former was – is – deep and resonant, the latter less specific and cogent. The mixture has been expressed to me and to others as a desire to ‘give it a try’. It articulated a spirit of resistance that rejected convention and caution, paid little heed to any solemn lessons of the May election and gave even less primacy to the objective of building for victory in 2020. I understand but regret that the irrefragable fact is that lessons do need to be learned, and the 2020 contest started within days after 7 May 2015. Every vote, decision and action by and in the party should therefore be dedicated to the long, hard fight to regain government. But it is also the truth that few of these people who vented their exasperation and optimism by voting Corbyn are stupid or giddy or malevolent. Most were acting on convictions of decency and expressing enthusiasm for core Labour values of care, opportunity, security, fairness and freedom – the reasons why I and so many others, including John Golding, joined and have continually fought for the party. Both the instincts and the vigour clearly have indispensable value. They are consequently welcomed by veterans like me and by the great majority of MPs and long-standing party members as the qualities of fresh, energetic, democratic socialists who, because they genuinely want change in our country, will increasingly engage in winning support for Labour and accept the arduous obligations that come with achieving that.


The same comradely embrace cannot be extended to some others with less benign and progressive motives who voted in the leadership election and have now joined or rejoined the party, or gained some prominence in organisations operating around it. Names from the assorted tendencies of the 1980s, now older but seemingly no wiser, have reappeared. Sectarians in their sixties and seventies have the same time-worn list of impossiblist demands, the same illusion that the ‘masses’ would yearn for their agitprop politics if only their ‘consciousness’ could be raised, the same delusion that the hearts and minds of the British people would be won if MPs and councillors were turned into delegates of constituency parties run – of course – by the Keepers of the Ultra-Left Conscience. Numerically, they are a small minority among the multitude who supported Jeremy Corbyn. But they have a doctrinaire cause, political manoeuvring is their preoccupying interest and they organise zealously and through networks. In a party that is – rightly – a ‘broad church’, with a membership that is characteristically friendly in thought and deed, they can, therefore, have disproportionate influence.


For the sake of the party and its wellbeing and public appeal, it is important that these elements do not benefit by the tolerance of Labour people who do not habitually attend every meeting and have the more usual preoccupations of earning a living, enjoying their leisure and – when politically active – campaigning against the party’s real foes. When those who are accountable only to their own cliques and cadres seek, in the name of ‘accountability’, to pressurise elected representatives that serve well and act in good conscience, they have to be resisted. When meetings run for several hours due to arcane discussions on convoluted resolutions and votes are taken when most members have, understandably, departed to re-enter the real world, alarm bells should ring. When these and the other tactics of menace or manipulation so well rehearsed by sectarians become evident, the mainstream – left and right and centre – must counter with strength and comradeship.


The possibility realistically exists that, within welcome mass membership, there are some that will seek to replay the antics of yesteryear and, by that means, discredit the Labour Party and cause disillusionment with political activity. It is important, therefore, for the broad membership to be vigilant and engaged so that we safeguard against the exploitation of the party by those who have sectarian motives. If we do that, we can prevent the turmoil and division that distracted, disfigured and disabled us thirty years ago and necessitated John Golding’s operations and my actions to defeat and exclude those who abused the identity and generosity of the Labour Party. The great Hispanic-American philosopher George Santayana advised that ‘nations which forget their past are doomed to relive it’. The same is true of parties. In politics, amnesia is a lethal ailment.


Every committed party member must therefore be focussed relentlessly on the reality that, while we must always articulate opposition to injustice and exploitation for the people of all ages and conditions that we exist to help and advance, it is never enough for us to be merely a vehicle for protest and complaint. We have to develop and present policies that appeal to the breadth of the British people because they offer coherent, practical answers to daily challenges of life now, and provide credible prospects of fulfilling ambitions in housing, employment and enterprise. Failure to do that will betray those who need Labour most. We can respect and learn from our yesterdays but, as ever, the task for democratic socialists is to be attuned to the present and to help people to prepare for the future.


Since the great majority of longstanding and recent party members strongly share that purpose of winning power to implement principles, they should declare, with Aneurin Bevan, that they ‘have no patience with those Socialists, so called, who in practice would socialise nothing, while in theory they threaten the whole of private property. They are purists and therefore barren.’ That stance is rational and relevant when, in addition to combatting the injustice, inefficiency and waste of Toryism, we also have to rebuff the self-indulgent introversions of ultra-Leftism. It means that democratic socialists, old and new, should




	ensure that they never mistake their enlightened enthusiasm for majority public opinion because that has to be won gradually by persuasion and performance, not by melodramatic gestures;


	understand that to earn power we have to attract broad support from a doubting electorate and there are no wretched legions aching for revolutionary radicalism;


	recognise that, as long as our convictions are deep and strong, there is no reason to fear pragmatic compromise as the means of incremental advance;


	resolve that we have to focus systematically on winning electoral power locally and nationally and those that don’t are engaged in a hobby, not serious democratic socialist politics;


	spurn sectarianism because it is engrossed by infighting and tactical fixes to gain authority inside Labour, not inspired by the need to combat and overcome Toryism or nationalism or isolationism.





Now, with just forty-odd months to go to the next general election, and with the variety of crucial contests in between, we need huge, effective, united campaigning efforts by the party and its leadership. We do not need the distractions of schism, or threats of deselection, or menacing language against conscientious representatives. We do not need internal wrangles that might fascinate political anoraks but have no significance or interest for people coping with the daily realities and seeking useful, usable political answers. We need consistent advance, not postures that impress the fringes while alienating the majority that we must convince and regain.


By deliberate contrivance, the Tory government is seeking to impede our financial support from affiliated trades union, cut our parliamentary numbers through arbitrary boundary reorganisation and diminish our potential electoral support by a new system of voter registration. In such conditions, mutual respect among comrades, unity of purpose, civilised conduct, relevance of policy and presentation must be at a premium. They are vital for our fightback, for our integrity and for our vitality. All who accept that will be striving for Labour success. All who don’t will be culpable for Labour failure.


 


NEIL KINNOCK


DECEMBER 2015

















INTRODUCTION





THIS BOOK DESCRIBES HOW the party between 1978 and 1983 not only suffered two electoral defeats, but nearly disintegrated due to the activities of the left.


The 1979 defeat came mainly from the public’s reaction to the onslaught unleashed on the Labour government by irresponsible left-wing trades unionists in the Winter of Discontent. The defeat of 1983 came down to the adoption of unacceptable left-wing policies, particularly on defence, and deep divisions in the party. In neither election was most of the electorate in any mood to support the extremism of militant unions, nor of left-wing politicians determined to impose an extremist, dogmatic, intolerant socialism on the British people.


Because I understood this so clearly, I fought the left fiercely on Labour’s governing NEC from 1978 to 1983 and it is principally of these years that I write.


These years chart the rise and fall of the hard left in British politics and of their standard bearers, the aristocratic Anthony Wedgwood Benn, his Liverpudlian sidekick Eric Heffer and the vile Trotskyist Militant Tendency. This is the story, blow for blow from inside the ring, of the blood, sweat and certainly no tears in their defeat.


In the early part of this period, it was very hard going indeed. The left-wing majority on the party’s National Executive Committee in 1978 was hell-bent on destroying the Labour government and made life intolerable for the Prime Minister, Jim Callaghan. Things were so bad in that year that I brought together a group of trades unionists on the NEC to give Jim some co-ordinated support.


While this ‘Loyalist Group’ made some impact – removing the impression that the Prime Minister was totally friendless – it could not by its very nature save the Labour Party. The Loyalist Group was always in a minority on the NEC and for real change to take place, needless to say, it had to command a majority. And to forge that we needed the combined support of our general secretaries and presidents, who usually sat on the General Council of the Trades Union Congress (TUC), the pinnacle of the country’s organised labour movement.


While the left marched on, after a long period of inaction at this highest level, the job of saving the party was finally undertaken by a small group of moderate trades union general secretaries and presidents and their political officers, who came together in 1981 to organise a serious, effective fight against extremism. There was a great need to do so, as it was not only the electorate that had deserted the Labour Party. So, too, had many Labour Members of Parliament and other activists, unable to cope with fighting the fanaticism of the left. And those leading right-wingers who refused to join the lemmings of the new Social Democratic Party (SDP) were incapable of saving Labour from the inevitable destruction of a long period of left-wing control.


These changes could not be achieved just by speeches or ‘normal political means’. What was needed was to emulate the tactics of the left and set to work organising. ‘Fixers’ were needed of the kind that abounded on the left – people who would put in a vast amount of time and effort secretly bringing about alliances to win votes and elections in the party.


This is the story of those ‘fixers’, who, while only having rudimentary success in the constituencies, built an effective machine in the unions to dismantle the forces of darkness. It is a tale of intense manipulation and intrigue by both the left and their moderate opponents for control of the Labour Party. And it is unusual, I might say, because it is written this time from the point of view of the moderates.


I was persuaded to write this book by brothers in the trades unions who were irate at the ‘imperfections’, to put it politely, of Lewis Minkin’s Contentious Alliance. This ‘history’ they rightly saw as not only unfairly biased towards the soft left but also incorrect in many respects as far as they were concerned.


This book aims to improve on that: my aim is to be accurate but unfair. Although reluctant to squander time that otherwise would be spent fishing, on race courses or in the garden, my wife Llin – a good ‘brother’ throughout – believed strongly that the true story of the moderate fightback should finally be told. Not all my brothers agreed. My great friend John Spellar, now a senior government minister, wrote to me saying that ‘my instinct tells me that these things are better not written down’. John was one of the prime movers in this story who, like Roger Godsiff (now the MP for Birmingham Sparkbrook & Small Heath) and others, made an enormous contribution by being prepared to stay in the shadows in order to organise victory for the forces of sanity.


They are, however, not the only heroes of this story. Full honour also has to go to those trades union general secretaries who had to deliver the vote for moderation despite being vilified and threatened in public and private by left-wing fanatics – men such as Frank Chapple, Terry Duffy, Bill Sirs, Bryan Stanley and Sid Weighell and to those on the NEC such as Sam McCluskie who were subject to intense pressure within their organisations for the support they gave to this fight-back.


If the heroes are of interest, perhaps more so are many of the villains. Some of those we fought now hold high office in a New Labour government. Others, such as Neil Kinnock (whom I later came to advise) and Tom (now Lord) Sawyer, have since been given the credit for the fight-back. Perhaps Llin is right and it is time for the record to be put straight.


To help the reader a footnote with trades union names and abbreviations is included at the back of this book. The glossary was necessary not only because it helps the general reader, but also because the unions and indeed, Labour Party have changed so much. Old trades union Labour, which I am, and the party I have written about are things of the past.1 I must now add a warning. This story, although it has a happy ending, is not for the squeamish. It is definitely not for those who believe that reason always prevails in politics and that for success all you need is people to design appealing policies.


Nor is it for those who believe that nice guys always win in the end. It is a book about the vanity and ambition of individuals, of smoke-filled rooms and shoddy deals.


In other words it is about politics proper, not political idealism. For those looking for grand designs and theories, it is about both cock-ups and conspiracies, about how in politics events are not only settled by good luck or foul fortune, but also by how much effort those struggling to survive and win are prepared to put in.


Above all, this book is about the importance of personalities and the clash of personalities. And for me personally, it is the story of five years’ hard Labour inflicted on an innocent bystander.




Notes


1. To avoid, hopefully, any frustration on the part of the reader, the following is a glossary of the names and abbreviations of trades unions that appear in this book.


 


ACTT: Association of Cinematograph, Television and Allied Technicians.


AEU: Amalgamated Engineering Union (became the AUEW in the 1970s, now part of Unite).


APEX: Association of Professional, Executive, Clerical and Computer Staff (became part of the GMB in 1989).


ASLEF: Associated Society of Locomotive Engineers and Firemen.


ASTMS: Association of Scientific, Technical and Managerial Staffs (joined the new MSF, the Manufacturing, Science and Finance union, in 1988, now part of Unite).


AUEW: Amalgamated Union of Engineering Workers (now part of Unite).


CATU: The Ceramic and Allied Trades Union (became Unity, now part of the GMB).


COHSE: Confederation of Health Service Employees (since 1993, part of Unison).


EETPU: Electrical, Electronic, Telecommunications and Plumbing Union (merged with the AUEW, and now part of Unite).


FBU: Fire Brigades Union.


GMWU/GMB: General and Municipal Workers Union. Became strictly the General, Municipal, Boilermakers and Allied Trades Union (GMBATU: GMB for short) after merger with the Boilermakers in 1982. Known simply as GMB from 1987.


ISTC: Iron and Steel Trades Confederation (became Community in 2004).


NACODS: National Association of Colliery Overmen, Deputies and Shotfirers.


NATSOPA: National Society of Operative Printers, Graphical and Media Personnel. Merged with SOGAT in 1982 to form SOGAT 82 (now part of Unite).


NGA: National Graphical Association (now also part of Unite).


NUBF: National Union of Blastfurnacemen. Joined the ISTC in 1985.


NUM: National Union of Mineworkers.


NUPE: National Union of Public Employees (since 1993, part of Unison).


NUR: National Union of Railwaymen (since 1990, part of the National Union of Rail, Maritime and Transport Workers – the RMT).


NUS: National Union of Seamen (since 1990, also part of the RMT).


POEU: Post Office Engineering Union (became the NCU, the National Communications Union, in 1985, and now part of the Communication Workers Union, the CWU).


SOGAT: Society of Graphical and Allied Trades (now part of Unite).


TASS: Technical, Administrative and Supervisory Section of the AUEW.


TSSA: Transport and Salaried Staffs Association.


TGWU/T&G: Transport and General Workers Union (became Unite in 2007, following a merger with Amicus, itself formed from a 2001 combination of the MSF, engineering and electricians’ unions).


UCATT: Union of Construction, Allied Trades and Technicians.


UCW: Union of Communication Workers (changed name from UPW in 1981, and now part of the CWU).


UPW: Union of Postal Workers (changed to UCW in 1981, and now part of the CWU).


USDAW: Union of Shop, Distributive and Allied Workers.




















PROLOGUE


A NEW LOOK AT AN ‘OLD LABOUR’ GOVERNMENT





WE DIDN’T LOSE – WE threw it away! Four years after gifting power to Margaret Thatcher, that’s how I summed up the 1983 general election for Labour. What we in the Labour Party have to ensure is that we never throw it away again. And to do that, we have to make certain that the party never again comes under the control of the left.


The Labour government of 1974 to 1979, although it worked hard for working people, was destroyed by the greed and malice of left-wing-controlled unions. Throughout its lifetime, in their drive to become ever more powerful, the left exploited each of the government’s many difficulties.


In the party itself, they used their control of the NEC and strong influence at the Annual Conference not to support the Labour government but to oppose and harass it. And when they had driven Jim Callaghan out of office, they spent their time not fighting Thatcher, but scheming and conspiring among themselves to change the very nature of the party in order to give themselves even greater power and take it away from the path of moderation. To understand the background to the civil war in the party between 1978 and 1983 we should first briefly look at certain aspects of the Labour governments under Harold Wilson and Jim Callaghan. It need only be briefly, because both Bernard Donoughue in his book Prime Minister (1987) and Kenneth O. Morgan in his 1997 biography of Callaghan (Callaghan: A Life) have already written so authoritatively about this period.


For many of us, winning the February general election in 1974 was a shock, to say the least. Indeed, exhausted by the campaign it took a long time to sink in that – Ted Heath having failed to entice the Liberals into a coalition – Wilson was going to form a minority Labour government.


We had never expected to win; not once had Labour led in the opinion polls. Heath had called the general election after the energy crisis caused by the miners’ strike had forced industry onto a three-day week. The natural public reaction was to support the government against strikers who were seen to be holding the country to ransom.


Just a week before polling day, I had even written off my own Newcastle-under-Lyme seat, in a traditional coal-mining area in north Staffordshire, which had been Labour-held since 1919. We were saved, however, by Derek Robinson, a young Pay Board official who supported Labour and who announced that false figures had been used by the government against the miners; and by Enoch Powell, by then an Ulster Unionist, advising Tories to vote Labour because of Heath’s support for the Common Market. Although we got 230,000 fewer votes than the Tories, we won 301 seats to their 297.


As ever, the expectations of many Labour supporters were sky high, but those in the know were far less optimistic. We knew the difficulties we faced: inflation and the world economic crisis meant we could not make the expected improvements in the welfare state and individual living standards. These difficulties were hardly eased after Wilson only managed an overall majority of three at the year’s second general election, which he called in October 1974, expecting to win easily. With our razor-edge majority, we already feared it might all end in tears.


Except for a very short period, the Labour governments of Wilson and Callaghan never had an easy ride. The atmosphere of optimism – in business as well as politics – that had been around on Wilson’s first election victory in 1964 had disappeared by the early 1970s. In the 1960s we believed in a future of continual progress. We fervently thought we could use much of the 4 per cent annual growth in wealth assumed in the National Plan to extend the welfare state and so tackle the problems of poverty and ill health. We felt as if the nation had won some great universal lottery.


The feel-good factor was truly at its height. We did not have to bother our heads about unemployment. For us the problems being created were from so-called over-employment. All our talk revolved around introducing labour-saving measures and using labour more efficiently. And, of course, tackling the problems that the great bargaining powers of the unions had posed for the government.


We were troubled by full employment not unemployment. In 1966, I had written with Ken Jones a Fabian tract on ‘Productivity Bargaining’ arguing that we trades unionists should get rid of all our restrictive practices in return for hard cash. We just could not envisage that we would face the scourge of unemployment again. We had all been taught about John Maynard Keynes’s ready-made solution, should it rear its ugly head again: spend, spend and spend again on public works.


Labour’s new Chancellor of the Exchequer, Denis Healey, never noted for being fair to opponents, put all the blame on his Tory predecessor, Anthony Barber, for making a shambles out of the sound economy that Labour had handed over in 1970. Both Barber and Heath had cut taxes and increased public spending. Wages had been linked monthly to the cost of living. These policies – which, I must say, seemed to many of us in the unions as beneficial and wholly in line with Keynes – had produced a nightmare scenario for the incoming Chancellor. Our balance of payments was in trouble and public borrowing far too high. Inflation was rising by 13 per cent and the money supply by double that. Output was down because of the miners’ strike and the ‘Three-Day Week’. We were in a dreadful state!


Healey’s pessimism reflected an enormous change in political and economic thinking from that of the 1960s. Our whole world picture, indeed, was changed by the consequences of the massive increase in oil prices in 1973. In his autobiography, Denis points out that this huge hike had added £2.5 billion to Britain’s current account deficit, had lifted the cost of living by nearly 10 per cent and reduced our gross domestic product by 5 per cent. Eventually this harm would be offset in Britain by the development of our own oil industry, but not yet. For the 1970s, it meant that Labour could not bring about many of the social changes its members and supporters expected.


While Healey pasted Barber for all this, the government was plagued by rising unemployment and escalating inflation. Following advice from the International Monetary Fund (IMF) of the traditional Keynesian school, Healey tried to offset rising unemployment by increased spending in his first Budget, but this caused difficulties when other countries did not follow suit. Additionally, the Treasury miscalculated the increase in our Public Sector Borrowing Requirement (PSBR) and we were soon faced with massive problems of overspending.


We were also faced with escalating wage settlements. In Prime Minister, Donoughue writes about the Cabinet refusing to tackle these problems and giving priority instead to the referendum on the Common Market. Healey meanwhile, in the best tradition of the middle classes, laid the blame squarely on the unions.


Having attempted to control prices, he said he expected the unions to give something in return. In his third Budget in April 1975, Healey complained bitterly that the unions had not kept their side of the bargain. Wages were going up faster than prices, even though the government had carried out its side of the ‘Social Contract’ by repealing Heath’s anti-union legislation, starting to redistribute wealth through tax changes, increasing pensions and other benefits and by increasing the social wage to £1,000.


Those of us working with the unions took the belting he gave us, but there was little that we could do. Our members were frightened. Given the rapid increase in prices, the wage settlements we might negotiate might prove inadequate to maintain living standards. They also had the bad habit of looking over their shoulders believing, generally correctly, that even if they showed restraint other workers would not.


And so increased prices led to higher wage demands and increased wages led to higher inf lation – the classic vicious circle. The problem Wilson had inherited in 1974 had got so far out of hand by August 1975 that inflation had risen to 26.9 per cent. We were being compared abroad with ‘banana republics’ – except we couldn’t afford the bananas.


It did not need a Mr McCawber to point out the obvious – that both inflation and public spending had to be brought under control. However, this was not easy for a Prime Minister and Cabinet elected on a policy of high growth, high expenditure and the rejection of an incomes policy. But promises or no promises, the government had no choice. It was forced to impose public expenditure cuts and in July 1975 implemented a non-statutory pay policy, under which pay rises were restricted to £6 all round.


Both came as manna from heaven to the left in the party and the trades unions. These were real sticks with which to beat the government.


Up to this time, the left had spent their time jumping up and down about issues of little interest to the working class – like atom bomb tests, the switch of Benn from Industry to Energy (no transfer fee being paid by either department) and ditching the nationalisation of twenty-five major companies promised in Labour’s 1973 programme.


Likewise, while the left were bitterly upset by the deportation of the CIA whistleblower Philip Agee and the journalist Mark Hosenball, at the alleged behest of the CIA, and what they claimed was the use of systematic torture in Northern Ireland, they must surely have known that these were not the subjects being discussed in pubs and clubs up and down the land. In any case, had they been, the working class would not only have approved, but demanded stronger action!


These issues were important to party activists, but to few others. Public expenditure cuts and wage controls were a different kettle of fish. These were issues that working people knew would make life more difficult. In consequence the left could, and would, exploit them to the full.


In the first year, despite opposition, the pay policy was very successful – supported strongly and loyally even by Jack Jones and Hugh Scanlon, the left-wing leaders of the Transport and General Workers Union (TGWU) and the Amalgamated Engineering Union (AEU).


The next year was more difficult. Not only had the left mobilised opposition, but flat pay deals had caused real resentment through the erosion of differentials between skilled workers and the others. The class system in Britain was at its most intolerant within the working class itself: the artisans regarded themselves as vastly superior to the semi-skilled below them and so on down the ladder.


So, on becoming Prime Minister in April 1976 after Wilson’s resignation, Callaghan faced enormous problems. Although he personally wanted a 3 per cent wage limit with tax concessions, an agreement was reached from July 1976 for one year of increases of £2.50, with £4 for skilled workers and a general ceiling of 5 per cent. This went down like a bomb, particularly when the Treasury made matters worse by bungling a revaluation that led to the collapse of the pound. Humiliatingly, the international bankers of the IMF were brought in to bail us out and imposed a financial discipline that led to further job losses and uproar within the Labour movement.


There was great excitement at the annual Labour Party conference when Healey – who days before had turned back from the airport rather than go abroad during the crisis – was then flown to Blackpool, where he was allowed only five minutes to speak.


When Healey entered, moderates throughout the hall – including even those from the National Union of Mineworkers (NUM) – actually rose to cheer him. Denis had been given a standing ovation under the most trying of circumstances. But, while speaking for his meagre five minutes, he was roundly booed by the left.


Times were certainly tough for Denis. But it was a tragedy that the policies he pursued, the brutal manner, particularly, in which he defended them and the intense dislike of trades unions he developed were later to cost him the leadership of the party and the possibility of becoming Prime Minister.


Unfortunately Denis never grasped the dictum, given to me once by a counter clerk in the Small Heath Unemployment Benefit Office that: ‘Honey always caught more bees than vinegar.’ Indeed, vinegar was never strong enough for Denis, who chose to pour vitriol wholesale on trades union leaders faithfully representing their members.


He was right to insist that we could no longer go on destroying our economy as we were. But he would have been more effective had he used persuasion on his natural allies in the wider Labour movement, rather than abuse. In this way he might not only have modified trades union attitudes, but have had more success in the fight against the left.


Having said that, his brutality when addressing the loonies inside the NEC was completely understandable. In February 1977, at a joint meeting of the Cabinet and NEC, he pointed out that:




after the cuts we will still be borrowing £8.7 billion on the PSBR next year … the rules of arithmetic are inexorable and they cannot be compromised. Don’t bleat to the government about things we can’t control … the alternative strategy would be to abandon the international approach in favour of a siege economy.





Incidentally, on this occasion, Benn very untypically defended the government: ‘It is hard for the government. We haven’t a parliamentary majority. There is the slump and international pressures and difficult negotiations with the TUC.’


He was right – there certainly was a slump. Between 1974 and 1976 unemployment had risen from 528,000 to 1.25 million and would rise again in subsequent years. Likewise, we lost even our slender parliamentary majority following a string of by-election defeats in Greenwich, Woolwich, Walsall, Workington, Birmingham Stetchford, Ashfield, Ilford North, and Liverpool Edgehill and the desertion of Reg Prentice in October 1977. Not only did we lose our tiny majority, the defeats were so massive as to be totally humiliating and demoralising.


In November 1976 Callaghan sent Fred Peart to the Lords and then we lost his safe Workington seat, despite having an outstanding candidate. And there was worse to come. March, April and May of 1977 were terrible months for Labour. At Birmingham Stetchford there was a 17 per cent swing against us. Benn blamed the result on a right-wing candidate, a right-wing Budget and a right-wing Lib–Lab deal – ‘a test of the Callaghan approach – an approach which is fatal’ – but that was far from the whole truth.


I canvassed hard in that election and know first-hand that an important reason the Brummies switched was to punish us because Roy Jenkins had gone to Europe on a huge salary.


The same was true on 29 April 1977 when, as a result of David Marquand following Roy Jenkins, we lost a 22,000 majority at Ashfield. We did badly, too, in the May local elections.


The by-election defeats, however, arose not only from the resentment electors feel when their MP leaves between elections for a well-paid job in pastures new. There was also a widespread feeling that, despite its impressive social record, the Labour government had let the people down. And, in truth, how could they think otherwise when they were told this day in, day out by leading lights on the left of the party?


Indeed, the 1974–79 Labour governments were so maligned by black propaganda put out by Benn and others for their own purposes, it is worth taking a fresh look at how much, despite the difficulties, they actually achieved and how working people, in particular, had been well looked after.


Not only had the industrial relations laws and incomes control measures of Ted Heath been reversed, but the status of workers raised, too, by the Employment Protection Acts, the Trade Union and Labour Relations Acts and equal pay and sexual discrimination legislation.


We had taken positive steps to reduce youth and long-term unemployment and to save industries at risk. The Manpower Services Commission (MSC) and the Health and Safety Executive came to play an important role and the Advisory, Conciliation and Arbitration Service (ACAS) was created. The Labour government introduced an Industry Act, the nationalisation of shipbuilding and aircraft, and started to regulate dock work.


It was not only at work that working people benefited. The introduction of the ‘Family Allowance’, though the subject of much criticism, was a boon to millions of mothers. Yet despite this good work, which would seem radical today, the government was plagued by continual harassment from the left.


On the doorstep, too, people told us that they were fed up with what they saw to be signs of economic failure, inflation, unemployment and balance of payments problems. The new Tory leader, Margaret Thatcher, was the prime beneficiary of the dissatisfaction. But it was encouraged, too, by the Labour left led by Benn and Eric Heffer, Militant and other organisations who encouraged party members and supporters in the belief that the only reason the Labour government could not satisfy their inflated, unrealistic expectations was that they had ‘sold out’.


Some years later at conference, Jim Mortimer, the party’s General Secretary, said of Militant:




They are wrong to attack Labour governments. When I was at ACAS, I had the opportunity of following very closely the work of the Department of Employment and its Labour ministers with Michael Foot, Albert Booth, Harold Walker and John Golding. In all those years I never found a single issue on which our colleagues betrayed the Labour movement. Of course from time to time we made some mistakes … but I have no doubt whatever that the Labour ministers with whom I was dealing from day to day were consciously and with purpose acting in the interests of the working people of Britain.





He was right. We worked our socks off to try to alleviate the problems created by the increase in oil prices. We created a Temporary Employment Subsidy Scheme, until it was stopped by the European Commission, as well as a Short Time Working Compensation Scheme to help ordinary working people. To my door came deputation after deputation of trades unionists and workers asking us to save their jobs – and we did everything we could to help.


My pride and joy was a Job Release Scheme, suggested to me by a constituent in a working men’s club, which gave retirement to older workers and jobs to the young.


We worked, too, with the Manpower Services Commission, on which the TUC played a crucial part, on temporary employment programmes particularly for youngsters.


My preoccupation was to find opportunities for those I called the ‘rough and tumble’: people with no qualifications and little ability to look after themselves. This led me to clash with one organisation, Youth Aid, which, in the person of Clare Short, wanted me to provide high-quality programmes for the more able.


I knew, however, that Labour’s job was to look after those who cannot look after themselves and was grateful for our Employment Secretary Albert Booth’s commitment that every youngster still unemployed a year after leaving school would be given the opportunity of some form of work.


I was delighted, too, to hear Callaghan use a speech at the Labour Party Annual Conference to bounce the MSC into agreeing to special provision for the long-term unemployed – something both the TUC and the Confederation of British Industry (CBI) had resisted strongly.


In all the work that we in the Department of Employment did to alleviate the jobs crisis, we had the total support of Healey and Callaghan. Both, in my everyday personal experience, were always deeply concerned about unemployment, especially among youngsters and the long-term jobless.


Callaghan personally arranged for me to go to Hamburg to study what the Germans had already done to help youngsters compete more successfully for jobs. We worked hard and managed to alleviate some of the hardships. I travelled the country week by week talking to unemployed youngsters and careers officers, meeting local authorities, unions and employers.


Occasionally I would have to argue with shop stewards about taking youngsters on government schemes but generally the only rough meetings were with local Trades Councils – little local TUCs, if you like – which were all too often hotbeds of left-wing extremists without a tap of responsibility.


How bad these ‘tinpot TUCs’ were in general can be seen from an incident that occurred in the 1970s. When the Newcastle-under-Lyme Trades Council – unusual in its moderation – congratulated the TUC General Council proper on its support for the Social Contract, its secretary (Llin) received a reply putting the case for the Labour government and chastising the Trades Council for sending such a letter!


When I raised this with Len Murray, the then TUC General Secretary, he explained after investigation that the only ‘standard reply’ for letters headed ‘Social Contract’ had been prepared on the basis that only abusive letters would be received from Trades Councils. To receive a letter of congratulation was more than they could cope with!


Most of the Trades Councils, as well as left-wing Constituency Labour Parties (CLPs), attacked not only the handling of the recession and unemployment but also the government’s pay policy, which Harold Walker was tackling with great courage.


In 1977/78 the guidelines had been set so that pay settlements should not rise by more than a single figure and earnings should not rise by more than 10 per cent. One of my treasured memories is of Walker’s sermon to Methodist ministers, who were demanding a settlement outside the guidelines, on the nature and importance of morality!


The growing opposition to the policy among trades unionists was highlighted, however, when TGWU delegates howled down Jack Jones at their biennial conference. We were now plunging headlong into the disastrous Winter of Discontent, which we will look at in more detail later.


The loss of parliamentary seats forced Callaghan and Foot to create a Lib–Lab pact in March 1977 as an alternative to fighting an election that we were certain to lose – despite Benn’s blinkered view that, if there were an election, we wouldn’t do badly. Union leaders, in particular, wanted the government to survive and said so strongly at the time at the Labour Party–Trades Union Liaison Committee on 21 March. They were highly critical of the left, because they would only bring the government down.


As it turned out, in Cabinet only Benn, Peter Shore, Stan Orme and surprisingly the future European commissioner Bruce Millan voted against doing a deal with the Liberals. Showing his true ambivalence about our election prospects, Benn wrote: ‘It might be better to have it now rather than later. If we lost it would be the end of the government, but by God at least things would be clarified a bit.’ But some of us were not particularly interested in ‘getting things clarified’. For those of us who wanted to bring tangible improvements to the working class, the loss of a Labour government would be an unmitigated disaster.


Staying in office, however, meant a very bumpy ride. The left were constantly disloyal, as when, for example, the 1977 Budget was partly scuppered by Jeff Rooker (MP for Birmingham Perry Barr) and Audrey Wise (MP for Coventry South) joining forces with the Tories to carry a provision – the infamous Rooker-Wise amendment – raising tax thresholds, which cost £440 million.


Despite such local difficulties, however, we soldiered on and indeed for some time the economy improved. Of course, life in Parliament itself remained difficult. We went from crisis vote to crisis vote. The disloyalty of the left stood out in stark contrast with the sacrifices that some MPs made to keep a Labour government in office.


One of these was Sir Alfred ‘Doc’ Broughton (MP for Batley), who, despite suffering from a dreadful chest disease that meant that he could hardly move, came down by car with his wife Lady Broughton whenever there was an important vote and sat in my room so that he could be nodded through the lobbies by the whips. My main duty was to fetch his Horlicks from the Members’ Tea Room. It was like being back in an air raid shelter.


While Doc Broughton spent his last days suffering to save the Labour government, however, Benn, Heffer and others were doing their best to destroy it. It is with them that we will continue our story.

















CHAPTER 1


THE TOADS







The world has held great Heroes,


As history books have showed;


But never a name to go down to fame


Compared with that of Toad!


FROM THE WIND IN THE WILLOWS


BY KENNETH GRAHAME (1859–1932)





NO MODERN PRIME MINISTER has an easy, tranquil life. Few, however, have faced as many difficulties as Jim Callaghan did between 1976 and 1979 or have become as tired and exhausted. Without a parliamentary majority, not only did he have to contend with the massive economic problems from the oil crisis but also the enormous trouble created by two characters straight out of the world of make-believe: Anthony Wedgwood Benn and Eric Heffer.


Both, while being modelled in their own ways on Toad of Toad Hall, called themselves Labour Members of Parliament. They made life hell for Callaghan because, even though they had no strength in the Cabinet or the Parliamentary Labour Party (PLP), they did control the party’s NEC and were close to dominating the policy-making Annual Conference.


By their misuse of power, they and their left-wing allies helped destroy Callaghan’s government and almost brought about the destruction of the Labour Party – as, by fair means and to my mind foul, they tightened their stranglehold, adopting aims and policies that were totally unacceptable to the British electorate.


To understand the reasons for their rise and fall and how they achieved frightening success – until, by the use of their own tactics against them, they were cut down to size – we need to know a little about their backgrounds and those of their ‘co-conspirators’.


ANTHONY WEDGWOOD BENN


We begin with Anthony Wedgwood Benn, as his mother still insisted on calling him at that time. In a vain attempt to identify himself with the working class, however, he had adopted the name ‘Tony Benn’ and had started drinking tea from a mug and visiting fish-and-chip shops.


‘Wedgie’, as I generally called him (in a shoddy compromise between the rigid correctness of his mother and his self-adopted stage name), was the son of a Liberal MP turned Labour. This genetically determined characteristic to move from the centre to the left with age, which is quite at odds with human nature, should have been modified by his private education at Westminster School and at New College, Oxford. But obviously it was not.


After a spell as a BBC radio producer, he had brought the political career of the distinguished MP Arthur Creech-Jones to an end at a selection conference at Bristol caused by parliamentary boundary redistribution and in 1950 was duly elected to the House of Commons.


On the death of his father in 1960, Benn was elevated to the peerage and so, according to the rules of the time, forced to leave the Lower House. This was a terrible blow, because in those days it was thought to be impossible for a lord to become Prime Minister. Benn, however, was already desperate to make his name in the Commons and achieve the highest office in the land.


As we shall see later, when Benn needs to conduct a campaign to further his own career and interests, he does so with a single-minded determination. This occasion was no exception and he won the struggle to renounce his peerage and stay in the Commons. Even if he ultimately failed to become Prime Minister himself, he did help Sir Alec Douglas Home – a Tory peer also turned commoner – to get to No. 10 and was indirectly, therefore, of great assistance in making Harold Wilson Prime Minister!


Benn’s subsequent career in the House of Commons was as brilliant as everyone expected. He was an exceedingly bright, attractive, hail-fellow-well-met-chap with remarkable charisma, who carried people along with him in all his many enthusiasms. Extremely plausible, he spoke clearly, movingly and persuasively. He had a magical talent with words. He went from strength to strength and everyone predicted great things.


And then somehow things went badly, sadly wrong. While he continued to enthuse the young and the idealistic, he became a pain in the neck to most people around him and completely lost their confidence. Those who got to know Benn at close quarters simply could no longer stand him.


I was a case in point. I first met Anthony Wedgwood Benn when he visited the University College of North Staffordshire Labour Club a couple of years after his election as an MP in November 1950. He played table tennis with verve and spoke with even greater enthusiasm. Benn was a great success with me and others.


I could not have imagined – and my imagination by then had become pretty well developed – that the time would come when, by helping Labour’s Chief Whip Michael Cocks to keep his seat as an MP in another boundary redistribution in Bristol, I would effectively stop this golden boy from becoming leader of the Labour Party and potentially Prime Minister.


In these early years, like so many others, I believed and proclaimed that Benn was God’s gift to the Labour Party. And so, while I was working for the Post Office Engineering Union (POEU), when Benn became Postmaster General I was delighted. I thought that this man would give us all the things we rightly wanted as trades unionists – including industrial democracy and the right of the Post Office to make its own telephone equipment.


Although Charles Smith, the union’s then General Secretary, who had been MP for Colchester, warned me that I might well find the Right Honourable Gentleman a damp squib, I continued to have high hopes of him then and subsequently as Minister of Technology. Indeed my good friend John Starmer, who succeeded me as Political Officer of the POEU, reminded me constantly that it was I who ‘sold Benn to him’.


It was I, indeed, who sang his praises to those under my charge as the union’s education officer. To all this, I plead ‘guilty as charged’. I hate to admit that I fell victim to a confidence trick, but many others far less gullible than I had fallen prey too. Indeed, who could resist the smile, the interest he appeared to show in you as an individual, the concern he showed for the whole world, but particularly yours? And so when Benn visited the POEU Annual Conference, I looked after him and was proud to do so. Indeed, my relations with him were so good that at one stage, very shortly after I entered parliament myself, he persuaded Eric Varley, his Minister of State in the Department of Technology, to take me on virtually sight unseen as his Parliamentary Private Secretary (PPS).


This act of kindness on Benn’s part was to have fateful consequences for him. From being a disciple, I became such an implacable critic and opponent that I became infamous for it. The reason was that, on seeing Benn at work, my enthusiasm for him waned rapidly, while my respect for Varley grew and grew. I came to realise that there was all the difference in the world between sparkling promise and steady delivery.


Performance at the despatch box, or in debate, gave no indication of the ability of a minister to get things done in his department. Indeed, I came to believe that the ability to carry the House of Commons led individuals to think that they needed to put less effort into running their departments.


It was, I think, while working as a PPS that Benn told me that instead of agreeing to the POEU proposal for full industrial democracy, he had simply given us a member on the board. He also told me he had rejected the POEU proposal to allow the Post Office, a nationalised industry, to manufacture its own equipment in competition with private industry, because this was opposed by the General and Municipal Workers Union (GMWU) and the AEU. When it came to action rather than words, Benn was completely wishy-washy.


In consequence, I soon came to the conclusion that the Secretary of State’s backbone had gone missing. This view was re-enforced strongly when, in January 1972, while driving with Benn from Silverdale Colliery in my constituency to visit pickets at the nearby Meaford power station, he suddenly asked: ‘John, what shall I tell them that will please them?’ This question upset me greatly, as I had been brought up in union life to believe that when the chips were down, you owed your members the truth. I gently suggested he might discuss the dispute seriously with them, but he didn’t take the advice. As ever, he just stuffed them up with what he believed, rightly, they wanted to hear. While the men thought he was wonderful, my respect for him tumbled even further. Indeed, it had gone for ever.


This incident made such a mark on me that I once discussed it with Frank McElhone, MP for Glasgow Gorbals, who was elected on the same day as me and was also one of Benn’s PPSs. Frank said that he had experienced the same feelings on watching Benn bewitch the Clyde Shipyard workers. Frank believed that Benn – in opposition at least – craved to be loved by what he thought to be the authentic voice of working-class revolt and would go to any lengths to attract and hold that devotion.


That overarching ambition, and desire to be loved, eventually destroyed Benn and it was not as though he was unaware of the problem. He once told Tom Jackson, the postmen’s leader:




Well, I am thought to be ambitious and I would like to be leader of the Labour Party. I stood last year in order to get my policy across but I am sufficiently old hand at this not to wreck my life by ambition. I have seen too many people, like Herbert Morrison, ruined for life.





Unfortunately Benn’s ambition not only led him into a life that left him so often completely exhausted and depressed, which didn’t really matter, it also destroyed the chance of having a Labour government for so many years – which mattered a lot.


Benn’s famous Diaries are a fascinating tale of ambition, intrigue and ruthless determination.


He once remarked, after seeing a second-rate film on the Borgias, that it was interesting to see that Italian politics in the late fifteenth century and Labour politics then were identical. The lust for power and the loyalties needed were the same, though one was in the name of God and the other in the name of the working class.


I heard Denis Healey, obviously gone soft in his old age, say not too long ago that he does not believe that Benn was driven by ambition. I do not agree. In the Benn Diaries this streak comes across again and again as he constantly quotes people saying that he will be leader one day: Michael Foot, Labour Party conference delegates, Clive Jenkins, Joe Gormley and the Americans (all of them?), to name but a few.


It was this ambition he certainly pondered when Tony Crosland, then Foreign Secretary, died and David Owen, MP for Plymouth Devonport, then a rising star, took his place as a potential future Prime Minister.


During 1977, he got it into his head that one day Margaret Thatcher would come to power, upset the people with her reactionary policies and provide the scenario whereby he would emerge as the great left leader that the people were looking for.


What a disastrous conviction this turned out to be. It gave him a desire to see the end of Callaghan’s Labour government and to continue to plot for years for the day when he would become leader. And this zealot did not expect quick results.


At the end of 1977, he wrote that:




the country is moving sharply to the right … the real battle is within the Labour movement now and it is a struggle for the soul of the movement. Jim Callaghan is riding high … It may be that one has to lengthen one’s timescale – the whole of the 1980s may pass before we see a change …  the major issues of the 1980s will be the battle against federalism in the Common Market, the struggle to get back to full employment and sustain the welfare state, and the question of civil liberties and the role of the security forces.





When Arthur Scargill, the extreme-left miners’ leader, also suggested that Benn would become leader if Labour lost the 1979 election, Benn replied:




I’m not so sure because a lot of left-wing MPs would be defeated and the PLP could drift back to the right. Also the trade union leaders would have to work with the new government and wouldn’t want a critical left-wing Labour Party, which might embarrass them in front of their own rank and file.





Whatever reservations he had about his own chances at any particular moment, Benn nevertheless always did what he could to keep his name in the frame. Thus, when it was thought in 1978 that Jim was about to retire, Benn prepared for the leadership. For other reasons, too, he was already making contact with influential trades union general secretaries.


Then, during a ‘leadership planning meeting’ with his office team, he was encouraged by the ever-devoted and willing MP Michael Meacher, who offered to draw up a list of people from the PLP who might be prepared to vote for him as leader in the event of Jim leaving. Meacher then was one of the closest of his clan, which included Tony Banks, a flashy young trades union researcher; Jo Richardson, Ian Mikardo’s secretary; and Chris Mullin, egghead, journalist and author.


He was not so encouraged the following April when two other advisers in his office team, Frances Morrell and Francis Cripps, advised him not to stand against Callaghan because it would upset both the PLP and the unions. Worse still, they told him that he wouldn’t even win if Jim did go.


This put Wedgie in a terrible dilemma. While he recognised realistically that his own chances were nil – ‘because he hadn’t worked at it and because the views he held were unacceptable to the majority of the PLP’ – he thought that Jim was ready to go and that Healey, the pugnacious Chancellor of the Exchequer, was set to take over.


He didn’t want Denis, whom he believed to be neither a socialist, nor sympathetic nor indulgent of him, to become leader. However, if he went along with the faithful Frances Morrell and supported Environment Secretary Peter Shore to keep Denis out, Shore would then be the leader for a very long time. Benn was truly between a rock and a hard place.


We will never know whether his ambition would have overcome his distrust of Healey because, after the general election defeat in 1979, Jim went to the PLP and announced that there was no vacancy for his job.


Benn’s scheming had at least alerted him to the fact that he could not possibly win under the existing rules then, whereby MPs alone elected the leader, because that system had one fatal drawback. In the intimacy of the PLP, the electors knew first-hand the strengths and weaknesses of the people they were voting for. That is why Meacher would not have needed a book to record Benn’s support – the back of an envelope would have done.


Benn’s chances, of course, might have been very different if the rules were changed to extend – in an ‘electoral college’ – the franchise to include activists in the party and the unions. In September 1979, Scargill summed it up for him: ‘If there was an election in July and Denis was elected, there would be an opportunity to dislodge him after an electoral college had been established. That may be the best strategy.’


By Christmas, Benn had evidently made the most elementary preparations in case there was a leadership election in 1980. He had already photocopied The Times Guide to the House of Commons, cut out all the Labour MPs’ names and photos and stuck them on a sheet of paper with their biographical details – all 278 of them. Benn had also marked the photocopies ‘for’ or ‘against’ and then sorted them into piles. One can imagine his huge disappointment as he gazed down at the tiny pile of ‘fors’ and the huge piles of ‘againsts’. Is it any wonder, then, that what he wanted most from Santa Claus was an electoral college!


‘I don’t think I have a chance of being elected by the PLP if the election takes place before the establishment of an electoral college,’ he wrote in a revealing piece in his Diaries, speculating that Jim would be pressed to withdraw by those who could win in the PLP but not otherwise.




I think the strategy is this: get a body of opinion organised so that if Jim retires in the summer it should be left to the deputy leader to carry on till conference has endorsed an electoral college; then have a leadership election after that. If there is a leadership contest before the conference, despite that advice, I should get the NEC to ask all constituency party General Management Committees (GMCs) to vote on their preferences and publish them, so that MPs will at least know the views of CLPs; also to get MPs to publish who they voted for so that reselection could influence the leadership elections to a small degree.


Next year I have to turn my mind more to PLP support. I don’t want to be knocked out in the first ballot, and I would do much better in a final contest against Healey than against Silkin or whoever.





This passage makes it quite clear why he fought so hard for a change in the rules for the election of the leader and the reselection of MPs. Forget Benn’s later clarion call of ‘greater accountability’ – put simply, the changes were needed to make him leader.


Was this to be Benn’s great chance? He had certainly dreamed of the day and drawn up tentative plans. At the same time, he will have recalled a slanging match in the tea room of the House of Commons after which he had written of the crowd of angry MPs who had surrounded and hurled abuse at him: ‘They are having a collective nervous breakdown. They are in a state of panic, and the hatred was so strong that I became absolutely persuaded that this was not a party I would ever be invited to lead and nor could I lead it.’ And he was right. While some of his cronies thought he should stand in 1981 and Scargill urged Benn to stand against Foot in 1982, Benn knew that he wouldn’t have stood a cat in hell’s chance. He would have been humiliated. After Foot had become leader, Benn could only dream of the day that Michael would retire. Until then, he would satisfy himself fighting for the deputy leadership.


From the account so far, which relies heavily on Benn’s own Diaries, it can be seen that Benn was a party to continual conspiracies. His diaries are littered with references to private meetings called to ensure that nothing he wanted was left to chance.


The people who were involved in these meetings included Tony Banks, Frances Morrell, Francis Cripps, ex-mandarin and serious leftie Brian Sedgemore, Norman Atkinson, Labour Party Research Secretary Geoff Bish, Audrey Wise, Joan Maynard, Dennis Skinner, tiny Trot Tony Saunois, Frank Allaun and also Neil Kinnock.


One way, incidentally, in which he kept in touch during the Labour government with others in the Cabinet ‘of a like mind’, as Thatcher would have put it, was at Sunday evening dinner parties, where issues relating to government policy could be raised and discussed away from the ears of Callaghan and Healey.


With a group that included Foot and his wife Jill, Shore and his better half, Albert Booth and his wife Joan, the economist Thomas Ballogh and his wife, and Judith Hart with her husband, Tony would meet for dinner and discuss affairs of state.


From Benn’s point of view, they do not seem to have been very happy occasions. He appears to have often left them quite depressed. At one time, the others seem to have dropped him because he remarks that he had not seen the usual crowd for two months although ‘they obviously have been meeting’.


It is not surprising that he was cast into outer darkness. He constantly created disputes and tension, rowing particularly with Foot. In the long run this, particularly, was to prove his undoing.


ERIC HEFFER


One of the surprising features of the Benn Diaries is the relative scarcity of references to Eric Heffer. Loud Eric has faded in the consciousness of today’s New Labour elite, but he was very much joined in people’s minds then as a leader of the loony left with Benn in the 1970s and 1980s. The reason for the omission is that Benn may have seen Heffer, who shortly after the 1979 general election declared that he would stand as leader, as a rival always prepared to undermine his position among the left.


Eric, who died in 1991, was certainly quite a different kettle of fish from Benn. I never went through any honeymoon period with Eric. Only Doris, his lovely, long-suffering wife, could claim that. And yet to many people Eric was a loveable character. He certainly lacked the hypocrisy I associate with Benn.


Although he had succumbed somewhat to the life at Dolphin Square – the plush apartment complex a stone’s throw from the House of Commons – and revelled in his role as a Times columnist and instant TV pundit, Eric still had his roots firmly based in Liverpool. And, as he said on one occasion, ‘he did have a working-class mother-in-law to account to’.


Eric, who had led a strike of choirboys at the age of eight, had been a carpenter and shop steward in the shipyards and had experienced a stormy relationship with the ‘Commissars’ as a young member of the Communist Party. During the war, he served in the RAF and at the end of the conflict the Communist Party opposed the unofficial strikes led by Eric as they were undermining the new Labour government.


Eric, as we will see, never had any such qualms about undermining any Labour government nor attacking any Labour leader, though he never liked being attacked himself. Nor did he ever forgive the Communist Party for virtually inviting Doris, as it did, to leave such an undisciplined comrade.


When John Torode, the Guardian journalist, asked him whether he was still a Marxist, he replied that he didn’t think so but the Labour Theory of Value had a lot in it. Torode summed him up as a Libertarian Christian Socialist with just a tinge of philosophical Trotskyism. Others like myself preferred the term ‘big-headed bully’.


In a revealing article in 1979, the writer Sharon Churcher set out Eric’s own criteria as a leader in the Nye Bevan mould: ‘Working class, a good left-wing socialist who also had an intellectual background and who was not afraid of mixing with the aristocratic elements because he’d still got his roots.’


As she wryly observed, ‘this description does seem to fit one Eric Heffer’, while reporting that ‘he is also tactfully but firmly putting the word about that he is neither a clone nor a lieutenant of the party’s greatest pseudo proletarian, Anthony Wedgwood Benn’.


Heffer believed, indeed, that Benn was disbarred from identifying with the people by his aristocratic origins. Additionally, Eric was usually one of the first to denounce Benn’s crackpot ideas, such as his 1980 idea for the creation of a thousand peers. Heffer was not only Benn’s reluctant ally and companion at arms (some unkindly said ‘stooge’), but at the same time his rival.


In July 1983, as Heffer stood for the party leadership, the Sunday Express’s ‘Crossbencher’ column gave an incisive insight into their relationship:




For years Mr Heffer has lived in Mr Benn’s shadow at Westminster. Linked to him inseparably by their shared extremism. But growing increasingly to dislike the cold aristocrat for his bloodless theorising and his sycophantic entourage of power-mad social workers and polytechnic lecturers. So much in contrast to Eric’s fervent working-class socialism deeply rooted in the dockyards and steelworks of Britain. For years he has endured the indignity of playing the hind legs of the Benn-Heffer pantomime horse. But now at last he has the chance to show the world that he is his own man.





He had, indeed, tried to show much earlier that he was his own man. While Benn so often left his dirty work to others, at least Heffer usually did it for himself. Come to think of it, I suppose he had to because no one else would do it for him. Certainly, as far back as 1980, Eric didn’t mess around organising a clarion call for him to stand – he just put it out himself that he would challenge Callaghan. It is much to Eric’s credit that, while he put forward his own claims, he also did his level best to undermine Benn’s.


Heffer, like so many active combatants in Labour’s civil war, was often to be seen briefing journalists in the Members’ Lobby. He was also much in evidence in Annie’s Bar, a House of Commons drinking hole, open all hours, where journalists bought MPs drinks on expenses and gained useful gossip and information in return. A great advantage of Annie’s from Eric’s point of view was that Benn would never be present and, of an evening, the Guardian columnist Ian Aitken was rarely missing.


But Eric, unlike Benn, never had a realistic chance of becoming leader. Despite all his efforts, he made little progress because, except to a very few, he just didn’t seem leadership material. He had none of Benn’s charisma nor ability to excite those on the left, who he needed to impress to be able to fulfil his ambition.


And, unlike Benn, he was simply unable to shrug off defeats. In 1980, the shadow Cabinet election results were a big shock to Eric. As The Sun said at the time: ‘His image yesterday of a bad loser contrasted sharply with left-wing champion Tony Benn who said nothing.’ While seen by some as a ‘kindly complex character’, others weighed him up as a shambling hulk whose ambition outstripped his ability.


True, Eric did his best to change their view. He adopted the comic habit of trying to appear statesmanlike and dressed to match. When The Guardian reported that he had a taste for expensive upper-class shirts and good classical suits, Heffer protested: ‘They’re very ordinary suits. I buy them at C&A … and how can a shirt be upper class?’


For many MPs on the left, Heffer was a figure merely of derision. He was all over the place and, even in his relations with his natural allies, consistency was never a charge you could level at Eric. He was, indeed, for ever stirring up the PLP and defending himself in the tea room from angry attacks launched by irate colleagues following yet another of his infamous gaffes. Meanwhile, moderate MPs simply detested him.


Eric was always shooting his mouth off, not least when it came to laying into the unions too. Ironically, his proposals for the brothers were very much those of New Labour, although his motivation was so very different. When he wrote that 1980 could be a ‘make or break year in the sense that the party can continue to grow and develop as a socialist party or can allow itself to be side-tracked into becoming a mildly reformist social democratic party’, he was well aware that the trades union leadership could still prove to be the stumbling block to the socialism of Eric’s own mind.


In an important speech to the Institute of Workers Control in January 1980, he delivered a scathing attack on union leaders, all of whom he said should be elected, and on their use of political funds. I particularly remember this because I was the political officer of the POEU. Like others, I did not hesitate to return the fire.


Heffer advocated a campaign within the unions not only against Thatcher, but also to consolidate the left’s reform of the Labour constitution. He wanted to see reform of the trades union block vote system at conference to make it ‘fairer’. In reality, splitting the block vote by allowing union delegates to vote individually would have undermined the voice of each union.


Eric’s desire to interfere in trades unions’ internal affairs knew no bounds. He proposed that the party dictate, effectively, how unions should dispose of their political funds, notwithstanding that affiliation to Labour was just one way a union might achieve its political objectives. For good measure, he also tried to lay down which budding MPs the unions might or might not sponsor.


As The Guardian wrote:




The Heffer package would significantly weaken the centralised union domination of Labour conferences as well as undermining the patronage powers of senior union leaders. No wonder that a number of leading general secretaries, much interested in the way that the Labour Party runs its affairs, are muttering angrily that he should not involve himself in their private business.





That certainly was my point of view. Each union had its own methods of taking decisions and it was not for the Labour Party to decide how it should conduct its business. I once went to an AEU selection meeting, where Hugh Scanlon’s comment on one candidate who had scored only three out of ten was that, while he was not good enough to be a union officer, he would certainly make an MP!


When he was not emulating Thatcher by attempting to put the unions in a straitjacket, Heffer was grandiosely setting out the goals for a Labour government: including wholesale nationalisation, democratic workers’ management, withdrawal from the EEC and a nuclear-free Europe and Soviet Union.


Eric’s policies were all very vague – but the left pretended to know what they actually meant – and his burning desire to produce them an appealing platform was fulfilled. Like most of his thinking, it certainly appealed to no one else – not least Callaghan and moderate union leaders, whom Eric famously once attacked at the 1980 conference as ‘tame pussycats’.


When it came to standing up to Militant, the Trotskyite revolutionary organisation, however, Heffer himself was certainly a tame pussycat of the well-neutered variety.


Eric claimed that his opposition to action against Militant was based on tolerance and a dislike of purges and that the Militant papers collected by Labour’s well-respected National Agent Reg Underhill, which we will deal with later, were forgeries.


An alternative view, which I endorse, is that Eric was well and truly under the thumb of Militant on Merseyside and would sacrifice anything to keep his parliamentary seat. While he was anti-Stalinist and stood up to the biggest of the union barons, Eric was simply too scared to move against Militant.


THE RISE OF THE LEFT


Both Benn and Heffer owed their advance to the rapid rise of the left in the Labour Party and trades unions in the 1970s and early 1980s. During this time, the left gained sway over the bulk of the Constituency Labour Parties, certain unions, conference and the NEC, which had traditionally been right of centre.


The Labour Party at its foundation had been created as an alliance between trades unionists and socialist groups. The two – Labour and Socialist – were not identical. Many of the trades unionists were and still are simply ‘Labour’ and so are our electors.


I remember going with Roger Stott MP, then the candidate for Westhoughton, in a by-election into the lounge of an old people’s home where an old lady asked me if Roger was Labour. When I replied ‘Yes’, the lady smiled and said: ‘I’m so pleased. My father told me always to vote Labour and never Socialist.’ He was a man after my own heart.


While Socialists were very rare among the electorate, there were many thousands of them to be found in the party. Until the late 1960s and early 1970s, when the old order started to change, these Socialists had been kept in order by the Labour right who were entrenched on local councils and in the unions.


This changed radically from the late 1960s, when for a number of reasons there was a big swing to the left. The success of the 1945 Labour government in extending education to the masses had produced a new generation of party members educated in the universities and polytechnics, who were more radical than their parents.


This generation persuaded themselves that their book learning was of far greater value than the experience and judgement of their working-class parents and that they knew all the answers. Many rejected the simple Labour approach and became, in the words of Bryan Stanley, my General Secretary at the POEU, ‘theory mongers’ who accepted and preached the wisdom of Marx, Engels and their ilk.


This ideology, and a general tendency to wear blinkers, led them to attack the aspirations and performance of Labour governments. When in the 1970s it became quite clear that neither the Wilson nor the Callaghan government would establish a utopian socialist society in Britain, the attacks intensified and the attraction of the left’s platform grew. Wilson, elected by the left, had aroused expectations that he would not or could not satisfy. In turn, the left never acknowledged Labour’s many real achievements nor the difficulties of the day. They were only concerned to criticise.


Their disenchantment with Labour’s economic policies was accompanied by a strong growth in support of the Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament (CND) and unilateralism together with a growing opposition to the Common Market. Following Wilson’s support for the Americans in Vietnam, the religious pacifists left the party and others became increasingly discontented with Labour’s foreign policy.


In addition, quite legitimate discontent also festered over the behaviour of particular individuals – over Dick (now Lord) Taverne, for instance, who resigned his parliamentary seat and then defeated Labour in a by-election in 1973 after his Lincoln constituency party, in a running dispute, had carried two votes of no confidence in him because of his support for the Common Market.


Reg Prentice, the MP for Newham North East in London, was also a great embarrassment to the right. Although at one time on the left, he had become more and more reactionary and upset many by supporting the Tory government’s prosecution of the Shrewsbury pickets in 1972.


Consequently, he became a target for the left in Newham, which led to 150 MPs, including Cabinet members, sending a letter of support for him to his CLP (I refused to sign because I thought he had brought the problem on himself by neglecting his constituency party).


Subsequently, he behaved so badly that by 1977 – before Prentice made his supporters look silly by joining the Conservative opposition – Healey was refusing to use parliamentary convention and call him my Right Honourable Friend. Indeed, Benn records that he was told that Prentice had discussed the possibility of his joining the Tories with Michael Heseltine, even while he was still in the Labour Cabinet.


The disenchantment created by right-wing defectors was increasingly fostered and channelled by organisations on the left. This large and growing army of malcontents provided willing recruits for Benn’s crusades. They gave enthusiastic support to his and Heffer’s ambitions and their demands for both internal party constitutional reform and the implementation of ‘socialist policies’ by a Labour government.


For them, as for Benn himself, belonging to the Labour Party at large was not enough. This new breed of member organised into one faction after another. The importance of these groups in recruiting left-wing supporters and giving them a sense of belonging, purpose and direction at the time must never be underestimated.


Through these groups the message was sold and guidance given on action. While the organisers were involved in cynical manipulation, many of the supporters believed passionately that the only way forward was to work hard for the left-wing causes against the hated right. They were recruited for crusades and fought with all the zeal of religious fanatics. And there – when he realised that he could use these organisations for his own purpose – constantly calling them to prayer and battle was Benn himself.


Heffer’s power base, meanwhile, was the left-wing Tribune Group formed in 1966 by a group of MPs: Ian Mikardo, Stan Orme, Russell Kerr, Norman Atkinson, Stan Newens and Heffer himself. Benn did not join until 1981, when he was persuaded that he needed its support for the deputy leadership election, and he left shortly afterwards.


Tribune was very diverse and had a great deal of credibility among the non-extreme, soft left in the constituency parties. Between 1974 and 1979 it gave shelter to many of those who attacked the Labour government and was far more instrumental in creating the chaos that existed between 1977 and 1983 than David and Maurice Kogan’s 1982 book The Battle for the Labour Party gives it discredit for.


It was from Tribune that the proposal to change the method of electing the leader came. Indeed, Ian Mikardo’s Tribune pamphlet – which dealt with 1) controlling the elections to the NEC; 2) changing the constitution (i.e. election of leader) for their own ends; and 3) putting more Tribune MPs in place – was very influential.


While Benn tried to use Tribune for a short time to further his personal ambition, he was more heavily involved in the multiplicity of left-wing groups specifically set up to influence elections and policies within the party. He actively encouraged them, indeed, whenever it was in his interest to do so. The only group that he was cool towards was the Communists, who themselves were at war with Militant.


While there were signs of this type of left-wing caucus group in the student protest days of 1967–68 – the Socialist Charter Organisation, for example – it was the creation by Vladimir Derer of the very important Campaign for Labour Party Democracy (CLPD) in 1973 that marked the beginning of Labour’s civil war.


Established as a reaction to Wilson’s refusal to honour the party’s pledge to nationalise the top twenty-five companies, CLPD issued a clarion call for the left, demanding that the NEC ultimately wrested control of the manifesto from the leadership and put through every mad, half-baked or self-contradictory policy passed by the barmies (and for that matter the misguided, but well-meaning) at Annual Conference.


Ironically none of its founding aims was achieved in the way CLPD intended. Indeed, the left always voted down any proposal I made for proper consultation to take place with constituency parties. While control by the NEC of the manifesto never came to pass, as we shall see, they were more successful with other issues later including mandatory reselection of sitting MPs.


CLPD’s first President, Frank Allaun, was a very ineffective man, but it was run on the ground by three very skilful organisers: John Lansman, a Cambridge graduate; Victor Schonfield, the jazz critic; and Vladimir Derer. All three were superb ‘fixers’ and wore the badge, like we fellow organisers on the right, with pride.


Schonfield, their fixer-in-chief – despite being beaten at the time – deserved the compliments bestowed upon him by Benn for having organised the reselection debate at the 1978 Labour Party conference so beautifully.


In these years, many flattering references were made to my deviousness, but I freely acknowledge that these people made me look a novice as far as political infighting was concerned.


They made alliances with anyone who would help them including Benn and pernicious Trotskyite and other hard left groups, which, in turn, were only too willing to use the CLPD for their own purposes.


Like so many of these left-wing groups, CLPD was very much London based and the very memory of some of its leading supporters gives me the shudders – oh, the thought of Joan Maynard, Bernard Dix (a NUPE researcher who wore leather jackets), Jo Richardson and Audrey Wise all in one room together! Added to this political house of horrors were the trades union officials: Ernie Roberts MP; Alan Sapper of ACTT, the TV technicians union; and Bob Wright of the AUEW engineering union.


I can well understand why, in 1978, Neil Kinnock and Stan Orme sent in their apologies for not attending CLPD’s annual general meeting. It was too much to expect anyone to suffer for the cause by being together with this lot!


Kinnock did not remain one of their favourite sons. Almost certainly prodded by Michael Foot, in 1979 he helped prevent an early decision being taken on the control of the manifesto. Some fixers such as Lansman came to be very critical of Tribune, the parliamentary group to which both Foot and Kinnock belonged. They believed that Mikardo, as well as Kinnock later, had let them down badly.


At a very early stage, therefore, Tribune was at odds with the CLPD. Many of its members were opposed to automatic reselection of MPs and wanted to concentrate on the election of the leader. The CLPD, not led by MPs, however, was insistent that reselection be tackled first.


We will look at CLPD’s tactics in more detail later, including the way they instilled supporters with confidence, effectively drafted model resolutions and – rather like New Labour’s Millbank machine nowadays – provided newsletters with arguments for them to use.


For the moment it is sufficient to note that they chose carefully limited objectives for each conference, carefully planned how to achieve them and then organised to ensure that they could command sufficient votes to be successful. Their effort was put into planning the ‘fixing’ at conferences, rather than discussing policy.


Very early on in 1975, the leaders of CLPD realised that to be successful they had to mobilise union support and created a trades union sub-committee.


Francis Prideaux, a hospital worker, and Schonfield worked hard on contacts, including Bernard Dix, one of NUPE’s many wild men, and Bob Wright of the engineers. Ron Todd, later to become General Secretary of the TGWU, and Eric Clarke of the Scottish Mineworkers also helped.


Among the unions, CLPD received national support from Alan Sapper’s ACCT, Clive Jenkins’s ASTMS, the construction and technical (TASS) sections of the AUEW, the Fire Brigades Union (FBU), the National Union of Public Employees (NUPE), the print union NATSOPA (often known as ‘not sober’) and from many left-wing branches not only in left-wing unions but also in moderate-controlled ones. You could, indeed, never take anything for granted in any trades union. When, for example, my fight against the left was at its height, my strongest supporters in Newcastle-under-Lyme included the Transport and General Workers Union (TGWU), NUPE and the Bakers – all left-controlled at a national level – and the most antagonistic was a branch of the more moderate General and Municipal Workers Union (GMWU).


On the NEC, CLPD used the most fanatical group it could find – Richardson, Skinner, Maynard and, of course, Benn. I sometimes thought that its potential recruits were subjected to a stringent psychological test, to be rejected if the slightest sense of compassion was detected.


All their hard work, of course, did immense damage to the party. Apart from the disputes CLPD fostered over constitutional changes, its stance on public ownership, opposition to the Common Market and unilateralism were to play a major role in Labour’s defeat at the 1983 general election.


MILITANT


We moderates had to battle with many left-wing groups, but the most dangerous and pernicious of all was Militant.


Alone among the elite revolutionary Trotskyite groups, Militant came to realise the blindingly obvious – that they would neither come to power by calling on the working class to rise up in arms nor win elections if they stood as socialists outside the Labour Party. They decided instead on ‘entryism’ – by getting Militant members to join the Labour Party, gain control and use its electoral appeal to win seats.


To achieve this they became skilled at targeting constituency parties – particularly in Liverpool, Bradford, London and Bristol – and trades unions such as my own, the POEU, and far more importantly NUPE. Once in, they worked incessantly at taking control – in conjunction with other left-wing groups, if necessary.


In The Battle for the Labour Party, the Kogans give a good definition of Militant’s aims: Trotskyites believe in the overthrow of the state by force. They insist that a socialist society cannot be achieved through Parliament and that Parliament must be superseded by the rule of the working class through the party: the dictatorship of the proletariat. This will then be replaced by rule by the masses through workers’ councils.


Whereas I had been taught about the evils of the Communist Party in the 1940s, my first encounter with a disciple of Leon Trotsky was in the 1950s at Keele University in my future constituency Newcastle-under-Lyme. There I listened, bemused, to him arguing bitterly over interpretations of the history of the Soviet revolution with Henry Collins, an extramural lecturer and strong supporter of the Communist Party. Everything seemed to revolve around a missing volume from the Kremlin Library shelves. Watching them argue the point with greater and greater passion, I gained the immediate impression that they were mad and that impression has never faded.


It was reinforced by the discovery that in the 1950s there were Trotskyites who truly believed that the revolution was at hand. Ray Challinor was a fat, jovial but pugnacious Trotskyite from the mining village of Silverdale studying at Keele. He, incidentally, was one of those several pacifists who tried to persuade me of the errors of my thinking by punching me in the face. Fortunately, this was not in his mind on that beautiful spring day when he told me that he had been into the back of a bookshop in London the previous week and had been given the date of the revolution.


Seeing that I did not immediately take out my diary, he went on to whisper that we must prepare ourselves for a date in October the following year. I shook my head and told him that if he popped into the local pub, the Sneyd Arms – used in those days not by academics but by miners, farm workers and other working people – he would see immediately that the Trotskyist leadership had picked the wrong date.


The one they had given clashed with both cribbage and darts matches throughout North Staffordshire. Obviously this message was conveyed back to the comrades because, as far as I can remember, the revolution never came.


The Trotskyites of the Revolutionary Socialist League – otherwise known as the Militant Tendency – were, however, increasingly persuasive and pervasive.


On 13 January 1980, the Sunday Times announced that ‘conclusive evidence that a Trotskyite faction has infiltrated the Labour Party and successfully set up a national network aimed at turning the party into a revolutionary Marxist body has been acquired by the Sunday Times’.


The newspaper wrote:




It strongly supports the view, based on estimates made after last year’s Labour Party conference, that the Militant faction of Trotskyites is a powerful and sometimes controlling force in more than sixty constituency parties. It also reinforces anxiety about the faction’s plans to replace moderate Labour MPs by its own supporters and to influence party policy at the next general election.


An internal ‘bulletin’, issued to Militant activists, has been obtained by the Sunday Times. Dated October 1978, it shows how the activists’ strength has grown since Labour’s National Executive decided to take no action against them in 1977. It confirms the growth of their wider activities inside the party as a separate organisation with its own aims – something specifically forbidden by Labour’s constitution. In fifteen detailed pages, it discloses the inroads made by the faction under the direction of the Editorial Board of the Trotskyite paper, Militant.


‘The responsibility is on each and every comrade to build the revolutionary party,’ it says. After referring to much support from members of public service unions, it added that the faction was also concerned to build a solid industrial base and approvingly noted support by shop stewards in eleven major West Midlands factories. They disclose that local cells recruit from public meetings of Militant readers and that every supporter was expected to take along at least one sympathiser. They had been particularly successful in the Young Socialists: ‘Our growth in strength and influence augurs well for the future. The basis has been laid, in the trade unions, youth and immigrant community, for a rapid growth in the number of supporters.


In a long justification for its infiltration activities, the Militant report implicitly concedes that it could not get mass support outside the Labour Party; the Militant faction, it says, understands ‘the loyalty that British workers instinctively have towards the Labour Party’.





Despite the fact that Militant by then had sixty full-time workers, even as late as 14 December 1981 Guardian journalist Martin Linton (now the Labour MP for Battersea) was able to write dismissively:




For years the left felt it could afford to ignore Militant … True, they had two or three supporters in every constituency, sometimes up to a dozen, but they were so sectarian that they seemed unlikely to gather more support. Their motions were always defeated by a huge majority at Labour Party conferences, their candidates were always well beaten in the national executive elections and they never had a single MP in Parliament. Their only success was in gaining control of the Labour Party Young Socialists. They were in Michael Foot’s phrase more of a ‘pestilential nuisance’ than a threat.





By then, however, I had long known the very serious threat Militant entryism posed for the Labour Party. Ironically, it was Les Huckfield – the MP for Nuneaton, later a fervent supporter of Militant, but still a right-wing minister at the time – who had drawn my attention, while I was Employment Minister, to the way in which a Militant organiser in the Midlands was financing himself by exploiting the rules to draw unemployment benefit.


My experience was not that the soft left ignored Militant but that, at the beginning, they positively supported it and worked with Militant’s Young Socialist representative on the NEC. They took no action until Michael Foot realised that Militant was more than a ‘pestilential nuisance’ and persuaded Kinnock and Joan Lestor much later that they had effectively helped to create a monster.


I knew more than most about the extent of Militant’s pernicious web of influence because early in 1979 I was involved in a legal dispute with the group. Unfortunately now, part of the legal settlement was not to make further reference to the dispute. While sticking to my agreement, I can say that this experience taught me the extent to which Militant had infiltrated the party and was tolerated by left-wing MPs, including such present-day paragons as Neil Kinnock and Clive Soley.


Later, after Neil had become the best-known Trot-basher of us all, when asked about his earlier support by The Times, his spokeswoman Patricia Hewitt responded: ‘It sounded too unlikely even to bother about asking him about it. I guess it’s about as accurate as the rest of that paper [Militant].’


While I became personally committed to a war against Militant, it is not too difficult to understand why these lefties supported it. Some, such as Heffer, were acutely conscious of the importance of Militant in their own area and danced to their tune in order to remain as MPs. Others, such as Kinnock, put up with them as natural allies within the left in the fight against traditional right-wing Labour.


The bravest opponent of Militant was Reg Underhill, the party’s National Agent. In 1975, he had undertaken an inquiry into Militant that had been ignored by the NEC. His report was only taken out of the cupboard when, at the beginning of 1977, the newspapers highlighted the Trotskyist infiltration of the Labour Party and Tom Bradley – the MP for Leicester East and aide to Roy Jenkins – revived the issue on the NEC.


Brushing resistance from Benn, Heffer and Joan Lestor to one side, by the narrow margin of eleven votes to nine, Foot successfully moved that there be a sub-committee of five to look at the Underhill Report.


Although presented with clear evidence of Militant’s objectives by Reg (on 25 May 1977), the subsequent NEC report was a damp squib. Rather than throw Militant out, it decided instead that they should be combated by recruiting more members, by education, ensuring that Constituency General Management Committees (GMCs) were properly constituted and by paying more attention to the Young Socialists. It was a cop-out!


Equally controversially, the NEC report, moved by Foot, re-iterated that they were against witch hunts and recommended that the evidence against Militant should not be published. It was said that the documents, all incidentally authentic, ‘had come in plain envelopes’. Interestingly, Benn, far from peddling the standard line that the evidence was fake, believed that it had been obtained from the offices of Militant by the security services.


While both John Cartwright MP, who represented the Co-ops on the NEC, and Bryan Stanley of the POEU accepted the conclusions of the report, they wanted publication and circulation to the full NEC. Neither were successful, however, because Foot stood out against both.


Then all went quiet on this front except for an argument at the start of 1979 about the appointment of Militant’s Andy Bevan as the party’s youth officer and later his activities in the general election, regular lamentations from Jim Callaghan and Shirley Williams and my own legal battle against Militant.


Bryan Stanley, who chaired the NEC’s Appointment Committee, described how astonished he was to hear Ron Hayward – who had the deciding vote – announce that he was going to support Bevan. After the ‘left-wing NEC had rubber stamped the recommendation, a tremendous boost was given to Militant activities inside the Labour Party,’ he said. Militant was allowed to grow and undermine the traditional Labour Party by Benn and Heffer and, indeed, everyone on the NEC.


They vacillated when what was needed was a swift wooden stake straight to the heart.
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