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ix
            INTRODUCTION

         

         A winter election is a sure sign of crisis. Like December 1923 and February 1974, December 2019 was a tumultuous time for politics. The political and constitutional crisis of 2019 was profound: an illegal prorogation of Parliament; a government ruling with no majority; and a constitution bent out of shape by Brexit. Despite this, the feeling in Hackney on election day was optimistic. Situated next to a hipster barbershop populated exclusively by men with monumental beards, and opposite a Lebanese deli, the mood in Diane Abbott’s election office was focused, a little nervous, but definitely upbeat. The view a few hours before the polls closed was that the local campaign had been good, although it was agreed that the result of the national campaign was impossible to gauge.

         In one corner a young computer scientist and social media influencer curates Abbott’s Instagram. ‘I usually use Lota Grotesque,’ she explains. ‘It’s Labour’s font, so it’s part of the brand.’ Apparently, while Abbott is routinely vilified on Twitter, her reception on Instagram is altogether warmer – presumably due to the demographic of the platform’s users. Another staffer co-ordinates last-minute leafleting, while Abbott’s agent is out of the office running people to and from polling stations. Electioneering in Hackney has none of the glamour of The West Wing, nor the muted chic of House of Cards. Boxes of campaign material lie here and there, activists come and go, some wearing bright red ‘Vote Labour’ hats provided by UNISON. Between the ‘Vote Labour’ posters, some Labour red tinsel adds a touch of seasonal cheer. x

         Abbott’s arrival at 4 p.m. changes the atmosphere: the focused silence is replaced by a buzz of enthusiasm. It has been a long campaign, the phoney war having started in the summer, and, as far as Abbott is concerned it has been ‘an exceptionally dirty campaign’.1 Yet Abbott seems energised. At the end of November 2019, the Tories were something like twelve points ahead, but in the final fortnight the lead had narrowed. Moreover, the last few days of the campaign were dominated by the story of Jack Williment-Barr, the four-year-old boy who was forced to sleep on the floor of Leeds General Infirmary, which led to a ‘car-crash interview’ with Boris Johnson, a flurry of fake news stories and the unseemly sight of Johnson ‘no-platforming’ himself by hiding in a fridge. Six hours before the polls closed, Abbott’s view was that the election was too close to call, a view shared by respected psephologist John Curtice, at least up until polling day. Although Labour was still behind in the polls, there was a chance of a minority government and, with it, Abbott’s promotion to one of the great offices of state.

         
            We had a rally last night in Hackney, and when you see Jeremy up on the platform, and you realise he’s on the brink of becoming Prime Minister, you want to cry. It’s been thirty years, working on the left, this has been our Long March! Jeremy, John McDonnell and the rest of us. Today, we could be twenty-four hours away from having state power, and its extraordinary.2

         

         While other politicians prevaricate and bluster, Abbott, even after a gruelling campaign, is focused, her answers sharp and clear.

         There is no let-up. After our interview, Abbott is back on the campaign trail. Her brother is spending a few days in London to help on the campaign, and together they drive with a handful of activists to the Hawksley Court Estate in Stoke Newington. Abbott’s focus, in the last hours before the polls close, is a council by-election in Clissold Ward. After all, all politics is local politics. Abbott’s last few hours of campaigning are striking. A national figure, instantly recognisable, she canvasses the estate with no security. What is more, she treats this xilocal council by-election with the same energy with which she fought the national campaign.

         Corbyn’s Labour Party has been caricatured as a rabid Marxist sect: Trotskyites, Stalinists, Maoists – the exact flavour depends on who you read – animated, according to Boris Johnson at least, by a ‘vindictiveness not seen since Stalin persecuted the kulaks’.3 The reality was much more prosaic and much more democratic. Abbott’s office was full of people who believe that democracy can deliver change, that people inspired by hope rather than fear can vote for a better future. On this occasion their faith was not rewarded.

         The journey back from Stoke Newington to central London highlighted what was at stake on election night. As shadow Minister for Public Health under Ed Miliband, Abbott made a great deal out of research which showed the drop in life expectancy as you travel east on the Central Line. The short trip south from Stoke Newington to Liverpool Street threw the difference between London’s ‘two cities’ into sharp relief.4 For all its proximity to the City, Stoke Newington is a different world in terms of wealth and privilege. In a way, Stoke Newington and Liverpool Street are two different utopias. Stoke Newington’s council estates, each with its attendant green space, is the utopia of the Beveridge Report and the Parker Morris Committee; sincere attempts to ensure that working people benefited from economic growth in the mid-twentieth century. The glittering glass and steel towers of Liverpool Street, by contrast, represent a more recent utopia, the work hard, play hard utopia of market forces and financialisation. And hidden in each is a corresponding dystopia. For David Cameron, estates like those in Stoke Newington were ‘concrete slabs dropped from on high, brutal high-rise towers and dark alleyways that are a gift to criminals and drug dealers’.5 While the glass and neon skyscrapers around Liverpool Street, which are almost entirely devoid of greenery, are closer to the soulless materialism of Huxley’s Brave New World. It’s easy to see why politics is so polarised, when the country itself is divided into different worlds.

         Abbott’s politics are complex. She embraced socialism while an undergraduate at Cambridge University, studying black history for xiithe first time with Jack Pole and Professor Robert Fogel. On returning to London, she became involved with the Organisation of Women of African and Asian Descent, an umbrella group of black and Asian women radicals which had grown out of the Black Power movement and embraced anti-imperialism and black womanism. In the 1980s Abbott was a councillor in Westminster where she fought for better housing, the provision of crèches, and honesty with the local population about their prospects in the event of nuclear attack – which led to her being labelled as a member of the ‘loony left’. Since her time at Cambridge she has campaigned on issues of representation. And it was her work with the Labour Party Black Sections campaign that propelled her into Parliament. As an MP she has been a constant critic of unaccountable executive power; of the consequences of privatisation; of draconian immigration laws; and of illiberal measures which compromise civil rights in the name of security.

         Abbott’s politics may be complex, but her essential beliefs can be expressed simply. Speaking to a group of young people in Parliament in December 2013, she linked her politics to her background. ‘I came down from Cambridge with my degree,’ she recalls, ‘and I really felt the world was my oyster. As a young undergraduate, I didn’t have the debt, buying a home was perfectly in reach, and getting a decent job was perfectly within reach.’6 Abbott regards herself as being a beneficiary of the ‘enabling state’. She received the best education that money could buy for free. ‘My education was completely free. From start to finish. There were no tuition fees, I got a maintenance grant, and it was very easy to get jobs in the holidays.’7 Having left university, she bought a house in central London, with the help of a loan from her local council. Due to a buoyant labour market, she was able to gain well-paid work first in the civil service, then the National Council of Civil Liberties, and latterly in the media. In fact, her varied career was a testament to the numerous opportunities for young people in the years after she graduated. Abbott’s early life was not without difficulties: ‘I had to deal with a lot more overt racism than is around today, but, you know, some things were better.’ However, almost four decades later, ‘young people today face a very grim prospect’.8 Debt, the housing crisis and xiiithe dwindling number of secure well-paid jobs mean that ‘Generation Z’ have few of the opportunities of those born before 1980. And while all young people have been disadvantaged by these changes, those who are likely to have been hit worst are young people of colour.

         For Abbott, this narrowing of prospects is ‘largely because of decisions made by politicians’. Abbott argues that there’s a simple equation at the heart of politics: ‘What you put into it is what you get out of it. If they [politicians] feel that people who look like you don’t care, don’t ask hard questions, and above all do not vote they will do what they like to you.’9 In a country where democracy has become increasingly winner-takes-all, and progressively majoritarian, Abbott offers an important corrective. Minority representation at all levels of politics, and throughout civil society is crucial because it is the best way of defending and advancing minority rights. And democracy without minority rights is no democracy at all.

         Election day on Thursday 12 December 2019 did not bring Labour’s hoped-for breakthrough. The Conservatives swept to power with a majority of eighty, while Labour lost sixty seats, many in its traditional heartlands. Nonetheless, the election may well have been a breakthrough in a different way. The parliament that was elected in 2019 is the most diverse in British history, containing more black, Asian and female MPs than ever before. This achievement is part of Abbott’s legacy. As the first black woman ever elected to the British Parliament, she changed the face of British politics for good.

         
            * * *

         

         This book was conceived in the months following the 2017 election. Research took place during the biggest political and constitutional crisis in generations. Writing began on election night 2019, and the first draft was concluded on 11 June 2020, which was by lucky hap the thirty-third anniversary of Abbott’s election to Parliament. Writing, then, coincided with the Covid-19 pandemic and the period of lockdown. The final sections were written in the aftermath of the murder of George Floyd, during a renewed global campaign for racial justice.xiv

         This book emerges from a period that was characterised by both hope and pessimism. Hope among some that Brexit might allow Britain to ‘take back control’; among others that Corbynism might lead to a fundamental restructuring of social and economic life. Pessimism about the environmental crisis, about rising populism and the capacity of democratic politics to deal with problems on a global scale. Yet, in the past few years, there have been genuinely innovative ideas about how we might begin to tackle inequality, the climate crisis, the refugee crisis and racial justice. Abbott and the project which she has helped lead have been at the forefront of offering radical solutions to contemporary problems, of imagining the politics of the future.

         ‘Black’ and ‘white’ are words that occur again and again in this book. We have tried to use the terms historically. That is to say, the book tries to reflect the shifting usage of these terms from the 1960s to the 1990s. Similarly, at the point where phrases such as ‘black’ and ‘Asian’ and terms such as ‘BME’ and ‘BAME’ became common this is also reflected in the text.

         Attempting to sum up a life in the space of a book is an impossible task. Writing a biography is like trying to see London in a weekend. The best you can hope is to get a sense of the place and see some well-known landmarks. Early chapters try to fill in the context of Britain in the ’50s and ’60s. In later chapters, where the context is more immediate, we have taken more for granted. One way in which this book is incomplete is that it is essentially political, and therefore it is not a personal portrait nor an intimate history. Even though it is a political book, there is no extended treatment of Abbott’s work as a constituency MP. There is clearly a need for other projects dealing with issues such as Black Sections, and Labour’s reaction to Brexit. With any luck, this book will be a small help for those engaged in such tasks. We hope that the material included in this book will please as much as the omissions offend.

         
            
489NOTES

            1 Interview with Diane Abbott, 12 December 2019.

            2 Ibid.

            3 Boris Johnson, ‘Boris Johnson compares Jeremy Corbyn to Stalin for his “hatred” of wealth creators as he launches election campaign’, Daily Telegraph, 5 November 2019.

            4 Diane Abbott, lecture given at London School of Economics, 22 October 2014.

            5 David Cameron, ‘I’ve put the bulldozing of sink estates at the heart of turnaround Britain’, Sunday Times, 10 January 2016.

            6 Diane Abbott, NUS Black Students’ Campaign event, House of Commons, 15 December 2013.

            7 Ibid.

            8 Ibid.

            9 Ibid.
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            CHAPTER 1

            THE DAUGHTER OF IMMIGRANTS

         

         
            
        ‘I’m the daughter of those immigrants you’ve heard so much about…’
        1
      

         

         Since the early 1980s, St Mary’s Hospital in Paddington has been the birthplace of British royalty. William and Harry, Peter and Zara, George, Charlotte and Louis – with the exception of Archie, two generations of royals have now been born at St Mary’s. Thirty years before it was fashionable, at least with the House of Windsor, Julia Addassa Abbott, formerly Julia Addassa McLymont, known to her friends as ‘Little Lucille’, gave birth there too. Her first child, Diane Julie Abbott, was born at St Mary’s Paddington on 27 September 1953. Despite the establishment of the NHS five years earlier, St Mary’s Hospital was segregated. Private patients were treated in St Mary’s Lindo Wing on Wharf Street. NHS patients, by contrast, were treated across the other side of the Paddington Basin in the Victorian part of the hospital, which had opened on Michaelmas Day 1847, as the new Paddington workhouse. Needless to say, Abbott was born in the NHS part of the hospital.

         Abbott’s birth was recorded a fortnight later at the Paddington Register Office. Her parents were part of what is now known as the Windrush generation, migrants from the Caribbean who moved to Britain in the 1940s and 1950s to rebuild the mother country after the war, and in so doing made Britain their home. Abbott’s parents had grown up in Smithville, a small village in Clarendon, Jamaica, known, 2at the time, for its dairy farming. Both of Abbott’s grandfathers, John Abbott and Basil McLymont, are described as farmers on her parents’ wedding certificate. Abbott attributes her success in politics, at least in part, to the spirit of her forebears. On Christmas morning 1987, Abbott, together with her uncles Charlie Brown and Frederick Russell, attended a service at the Baptist church in Smithville. Having given the notices, Sister Kate, the church elder, announced: ‘I’m delighted to say that we have here in the congregation this morning an MP all the way from London in England, Little Lucille’s daughter.’2

         As she was leaving the church, Abbott was stopped by one of the congregants. Congratulating Abbott on her election, she said, ‘When I hear that a black woman become an MP in England, I was so pleased. But when I hear that a black woman become an MP in England, I know it was someone from Smithville.’3 While Smithville is a small community in the middle of rural Jamaica far from the centres of global power, the local people have a deeply rooted confidence in themselves, in their community, and believe that their voices should be heard where matters of state are discussed.

         JULIA MCLYMONT AND REGINALD ABBOTT

         Both of Abbott’s parents left school at fourteen, although her mother had stayed on for a couple of years as a pupil-teacher, supervising younger students.

         Julia Addassa McLymont travelled to Britain aboard SS Ariguani, arriving in Avonmouth, near Bristol, on 12 September 1950. Apparently, she moved first to Ashford in Middlesex and then quickly to Paddington. Abbott’s mother was not the first in the family to seek work overseas. Her father, Abbott’s maternal grandfather, had travelled to Panama prior to the First World War, to work on the Panama Canal. He returned to Jamaica having picked up some Spanish. Others in the McLymont family had travelled to the United States to work as fruit pickers.

         As a concert violinist, Adrian McLymont, Abbott’s great-uncle, was perhaps her most glamorous relative. It seems he studied the piano as a young man in Jamaica and picked up his love for the violin when 3he went to New York in the summer of 1920 to study at Weir’s Conservatoire.4 He must have done well during the roaring twenties, as he bought an eighteenth-century Guarneri violin, but on his return to Jamaica in 1929, he was unable to escape the ravages of the Great Depression. His son, Abbott’s uncle Felix, recalls, ‘He tried his hand at everything, just to make a living, because, of course, the Depression hit everywhere, including Jamaica.’ On nights when there was nothing to eat, Felix remembers his father playing for them, ‘We slept many a night on music, never hungry, always full of music.’5

         Following in her great-uncle’s footsteps, Abbott learned to play the piano as part of the BBC’s Play It Again TV show, performing Frédéric Chopin’s Prelude in E-Minor to an audience in London at the end of the show. According to Andrew Neil, this feat demonstrated that ‘under that rough Labour exterior, she’s very posh’.6 Music was an important part of life in Abbott’s mother’s family. Abbott’s uncle, Len, loved the piano music of Debussy and Chopin, due to the influence of his mother, Abbott’s great-aunt, who played the organ in church.

         Julia McLymont and Reginald Abbott came to Britain for a better life. Nonetheless, they continued to regard Jamaica as home. At weekends and on holidays, Abbott’s parents would get together with friends from the Caribbean and talk about what was going on back home. ‘They felt really engaged with Jamaica,’ Abbott recalls. Family and friends in Jamaica were as much a part of their lives as their family and friends in London. They felt proud of Britain, and of what Britain represented, but Jamaica was home, not least as they planned to return.7 The endless talk of home made Jamaica real for Abbott. So much so that on her first trip there she visited places that she had never seen but felt she had known all her life.

         Looking back, Abbott sees the politics of her family’s situation clearly. Her parents were black economic migrants.

         
            My family came to this country as economic migrants in the 1950s, so they were at the bottom of the economic pile. In the 1960s, when I was a child, the Caribbean community was a very tightly knit community. People were very conscious of struggling to survive. 4But it was a very warm community, so I had a real sense of community and place.8

         

         The Windrush generation were undoubtedly at the bottom of the economic pile. Migrants from the ‘coloured colonies’ were routinely employed in the most menial of roles, regardless of experience or qualifications.9 This may well have been McLymont’s experience. Although the family recalls that she was recruited directly into the NHS, in the statement she provided on arrival in Britain she indicated that she hoped to work as a teacher. In the 1950s, teaching was relatively high status and well paid. However, she found work as a nurse, which required much longer hours and lower pay and was far more physically demanding than teaching. Moreover, McLymont joined the NHS as a state enrolled nurse (SEN), the higher grade of state registered nurse (SRN) being reserved for white women. Abbott’s mother trained for two years as a pupil nurse. By the time of her marriage, she recorded her ‘rank or professions’ as ‘formerly a hospital student nurse’. The sharpest division between the two grades related to their long-term prospects. SRNs could go on to become staff nurses or gain promotions to become ward sisters or matrons. SENs, by contrast, were unable to work their way up through the hierarchy. Writing in the pages of the radical journal Race Today, members of the Brixton Black Women’s Group claimed, ‘Those who work the hardest have the least status and the least wages.’10 As wages rose with seniority, black women were consigned to a life of physically demanding, low-paid, low-status work. Beverley Bryan, Stella Dadzie and Suzanne Scafe point out the deep irony of the ‘caring profession’, in their seminal book Heart of the Race, detailing the health impact of ‘long hours, shift work and the frequent need to hold down more than one job in order to support ourselves and our families’.11 Abbott’s mother was one of 3,000 black women, recruited as NHS nurses in the period between 1948 and 1954; the first of a generation of black women nurses who worked in the lower ranks of the NHS.

         Abbott’s mother never complained to her children about her work as a nurse. She took pride in nursing and had a fair degree of authority 5in her role. Abbott recalls that her mother was often the most experienced nurse on shift, and in those situations she would effectively run the ward. She also taught younger nurses, trainee SRNs, who would go on to make their way up the hierarchy. Abbott explains, ‘She loved her job, she was very proud of being a nurse, as all of that generation was.’12 Nonetheless, Abbott’s mother stopped nursing once her first child was born. ‘That’s what my father wanted, and that’s how it was, it was that era for women, and you were meant to subordinate yourself inside the family.’ Abbott’s brother Hugh was born in 1955. Once her children were at secondary school, Julia Abbott got a job in Sainsbury’s, although ‘the striking thing was, she wasn’t allowed to serve on the counters; she was behind the scenes cutting meat’. Following her parents’ separation when Abbott was fifteen, her mother moved to Yorkshire and returned to nursing. Notably, she worked in mental health. This too reflected the structure of the labour market: working as a mental health nurse was a relatively unattractive and low-status role, and therefore black women tended to be over-represented in the profession. Abbott’s mother worked in the NHS until the 1990s and was never made a staff nurse.

         The post-war Labour government, which fell just over a year after Abbott’s parents arrived in Britain, was aware of the growing problem of racism. Letters to MPs from recent migrants, and representations from the governments of Trinidad, Jamaica, India and Pakistan, set out the position clearly. Indeed, the government’s own research concluded that discrimination was widespread. In terms of employment, the Ministry of Labour reported in 1949 that black men in the Midlands were employed ‘on dirty and rough finishing work’, and that they were excluded from better jobs in ‘building, [the] Post Office, transport, coalmining, railways, clerical, and draughtsmen’s work’.13 However, Attlee’s Cabinet made a strategic decision to allow discrimination to continue. The Labour government calculated that protecting the rights of migrants would enrage white Britons, who were dealing with the consequences of post-war austerity. Worse still, they feared that tackling discrimination would make migration to Britain more attractive. Therefore, while the Attlee government issued statements 6demanding ‘tolerance’, they deliberately refused to take action to protect the rights of migrants as part of a strategy to deter migration. The government wanted enough migrant labour to help rebuild Britain’s shattered economy but believed that the British public were not ready to accept migrants as equal citizens. There were plans for an act of Parliament outlawing the incitement of racial hatred, but these were conceived as an anti-fascist measure, and the government’s prime concern focused on anti-Semitism rather than the rights of migrants from the Caribbean or Asia. Indeed, at the top of government, it was felt that racism was the result of too many migrants from the ‘coloured colonies’ arriving too quickly.

         The post-war Labour government was also under pressure from its own MPs to curb immigration. A letter to the government from eleven Labour MPs in 1948 claimed, ‘An influx of coloured people domiciled here is likely to impair the harmony, strength and cohesion of our public and social life and to cause discord and unhappiness among all concerned.’14 Consequently, they asked the government for ‘legislation if necessary, [to] control immigration in the political, social, economic and fiscal interests of our people’.15 While ministers resisted the call for legislation, they put pressure on colonial governments and behind the scenes to restrict the availability of passports, in order to limit migration.

         PADDINGTON

         Reginald Nathaniel Abbott, clearly a man in a hurry, came to Britain by plane and moved to Paddington to work in a factory. According to the Abbotts’ marriage certificate, Reginald Abbott was working as a machine operator in an electric lightbulb factory at the time he married Julia McLymont. By the time of Diane’s birth, he was a sheet metal worker, his job for the entirety of her childhood.

         Abbott’s parents had known each other in Smithville but made their way to Britain separately, meeting again in Paddington. According to family lore, Reginald bumped into a family friend in north London and learned that Little Lucille had moved into the area. The couple got reacquainted and married at Paddington Register Office 7on Saturday 4 August 1951. At first, the couple lived at 232 Harrow Road, before moving to 33 Edbrooke Road when they started a family.

         A well-to-do area in the Victorian period, Edbrooke Road was decidedly down at heel by the time the Abbotts arrived. Several houses at the south-east end of the terrace had been destroyed by German bombing, and most of the houses in the street had suffered some blast damage. The Abbotts bought the house, taking in tenants to help pay their mortgage. The house was divided between three families, each living in a single room; Abbott remembers an Irish family living in a room in the basement. A single shared cooker stood on the landing.

         At the time, Edbrooke Road appeared semi-regularly in the local press in relation to instances of crime, much of it petty, but including assault, GBH, stabbing and theft. The area was overcrowded, with much of the housing in a state of disrepair. While the politics of Paddington’s housing situation were hotly contested, the roots of the problem were clear. Writing to The Times in August 1950, a local lawyer claimed, ‘The trouble about Paddington is that before the war there was hardly any municipal housing done, while luxury flats sprang up on almost all the vacant sites. At the same time practically nothing was done to arrest the neglect and deterioration of large areas.’16 Perhaps thinking of recent migrants from the Caribbean, the writer added, ‘Another problem affecting Paddington is that people continue to come into the area from outside.’ By the middle of the decade, London County Council announced that there were 160,000 people on the waiting list for council housing, of whom 3,000 were waiting for accommodation in Paddington. The 1961 census, taken shortly after the Abbotts had moved away, demonstrated that Paddington was the most overcrowded area in London, and that recent migrants were the group most likely to be affected.17

         The Abbotts’ decision to buy, rather than to apply for a council house, reflected the fact that they were unlikely to be allocated local authority housing. In the absence of regulation from central government, local authorities had a great deal of autonomy when selecting tenants. According to Mark Stephens, a specialist in housing policy, ‘Housing officers would conduct household inspections to gauge the 8“respectability” of a household wanting to be re-housed.’18 In London, housing was allocated according to ‘sons and daughters’ schemes which gave priority to the children of existing council tenants. Housing was also allocated to people who had homes which were demolished in slum clearance schemes. So, for a variety of reasons, the post-war Beveridgean welfare system was never truly ‘colour blind’.19 The Abbotts’ decision to buy a house was not unusual. ‘In that era,’ Abbott explains, ‘most, almost all, West Indians bought their homes, not least because councils just wouldn’t house black people.’ Necessity was not the only reason for the Abbotts’ desire to buy. ‘You are talking about a West Indian community which largely came from the countryside and believed passionately in owning something. Even though we could only live in one room, even though every other room had to be let; it was important, coming as you did from rural Jamaica, to own something.’20

         Discrimination in housing was part of a broader trend within the welfare state. The Beveridgean welfare state created following the Second World War is often described as universal, in the sense that it was designed to support all who were in need. However, it did not function in a universalist way, and many white Britons did not regard welfare as being a universal entitlement. Camilla Schofield argues that many white Britons regarded the NHS, the benefit system and council housing not as a universal right, but as a reward for the public’s sacrifices during the Second World War. They also assumed that black and Asian people had not made the same sacrifices and had not played a significant role in the victory against the Nazis. From this point of view, it was widely believed that migrants had no right to state support. This attitude may go some way to explain why black and Asian migrants faced discrimination in what was ostensibly a universal welfare system.21

         By the mid-1950s, Paddington was a very diverse area, with migrants, mostly from Ireland and the Caribbean, making it their home from 1945 onwards. The majority of Paddington’s black residents came from St Lucia and Dominica, part of the British Windward Islands until its independence in 1958. Roughly a quarter of Paddington’s 9black population came, like the Abbotts, from Jamaica.22 For all of the problems associated with living in Paddington, Abbott remembers it as a real community, and although life was hard, people looked out for one another.

         During the 1950s, Paddington’s politics changed as a variety of groups, some benign, others more sinister, responded to the area’s changing demographics. The Paddington Project, launched in 1955, was the first of a multitude of initiatives started by liberal and philanthropic groups interested in ‘community relations’.23 The project was set up in order to give advice to recent arrivals. The Notting Hill race riots of 1958 led to a flurry of activity in north London. Statements were issued by the Mayor of Kensington, the Home Office issued reports on the need for integration, and charitable organisations descended on the area in a determined effort to foster goodwill. Historian John Davis notes, ‘Race work became the new “slumming” as north London’s black communities became the focus of charitable endeavour, much as the East End poor had been in the Victorian period.’24

         Paddington, Kensington and Notting Hill also became the focus of more sinister activity. In the aftermath of the 1958 riots, Sir Oswald Mosley’s Union Movement targeted the area. Mosley himself stood as a candidate for Kensington North in the 1959 general election. He was defeated, but in response, the sitting Labour candidate toughened his rhetoric on immigration. This, however, proved counter-productive. Black voters turned their back on Labour in the constituency, slashing Labour’s majority, and giving a considerable boost to the Liberals.

         One peculiar initiative set up in the aftermath of the Notting Hill race riots gives an insight into the way ‘race relations’ were perceived by well-meaning white people at the time. James MacColl, Paddington’s Labour MP, co-ordinated efforts to remove phrases such as ‘Europeans only’ and ‘no coloureds’ from housing adverts in newspapers. The result was a very British compromise. On the basis that British people valued freedom of speech, and that landlords were paying for the adverts, there was no prohibition. Rather, newspaper staff would advise that phrases such as ‘no coloureds’ could be perceived as offensive and 10offer the opportunity to rephrase. Nonetheless, as long as the advert was not ‘deliberately offensive’ the wording was allowed to stand.25

         In the absence of any meaningful support from the local authority or the voluntary sector, the Abbotts looked to the local West Indian community. In 1958, around the time of the riots, the family moved to Harrow. ‘The banks weren’t going to be a great deal of help,’ explains Abbott, ‘so the practice was to do something that we still call in the West Indian community, “throwing your partner,” a form of saving. That’s how, through these community savings schemes, people were able to accumulate enough for a deposit.’26 ‘Partners’ were an established form of community saving which migrants brought with them from the Caribbean. They allowed a family, or an individual to draw on the savings of a whole group for purposes such as buying a house. As a result of the riots, the partner system, which had been run for the benefit of the West Indian middle class, was extended to support the whole community. Abbott’s home in Paddington was located little more than a mile from the epicentre of the 1958 Notting Hill race riots. Her parents said nothing to their children about the riots, nor about the issue of racism.

         
            For that generation of West Indians who came here in the 1950s, Britain was the mother country, and they were proud to be here. They experienced racism, but they put that to one side. They would sometimes make oblique references to things, and you look back and realise what they were saying.27

         

         Nonetheless, it may be that the Abbotts’ decision to move was a response to the Notting Hill race riots, an idea borne out by a story Abbott recalls from her childhood. Abbott still remembers ‘Uncle Jimmy’, an Irishman who lived in the family’s basement. When she was old enough, having had breakfast with her parents, she would go downstairs for a second breakfast with Uncle Jimmy and his family. ‘Jimmy’, she remembers, ‘thought the world of me’. Around the time of the Notting Hill riots, white racists descended on Edbrooke Road and began banging on doors. Black people who opened their doors 11faced a real threat of violence. ‘They came to our house, they came banging on the door, my mother was terrified, but Uncle Jimmy came up from the basement and said, “They’re not getting our Diane.”’28 Jimmy opened the door and, seeing a white man, the hooligans moved on. It is an example of solidarity that moves Abbott to this day.

         HARROW

         Around the time Abbott started primary school, the family moved to 44 Somerset Road, Harrow, in what Abbott describes as ‘a huge piece of upward mobility’. The impetus to move, Abbott recalls, came from her father, who was something of a pioneer: ‘Daddy was very intrepid … [he] took it on himself to move out all the way to Harrow. His friends thought he was crazy, because there were no black people in Harrow. As far as they were concerned it was like moving to the dark side of the Moon!’29

         As far as Diane could tell, the Abbotts were the only black family in that part of suburbia: ‘If I went out and saw a black person on the street, I’d run home and tell my mother.’ At the time the family moved to Harrow, white people who were born in Britain made up 95 per cent of the population. Of the 5 per cent of the population who were born overseas, the vast majority were Irish.30

         The houses on Somerset Road had touches of the Tudorbethan, a style typical of Harrow. The Abbotts’ neighbours included a teacher, a driver for the Gas Board, clerical assistants, an electrical engineer and a photographer based at Unilever’s local research lab. Harrow Central, the Abbotts’ constituency, elected Conservative MPs consistently from its creation in 1950 until its abolition in the 1980s. So in terms of the area’s make-up, they had in some sense, as their family friends recognised, moved to an alien world.

         Although houses in the area were cheap and the Abbotts were able to put together the deposit from the partner system, they had to take in a lodger to pay the mortgage. The house also became a base for the extended family and for friends. Abbott recalls, ‘My mother and father came quite early on, so members of the extended family who decided to migrate subsequently, would often come to our house to stay there for a 12few weeks or a few months while they were finding their feet.’31 Despite the move to the suburbs, the family’s social life continued to revolve around Paddington, Willesden, Harlesden and Notting Hill. Abbott’s uncles stayed in central London. Every Saturday, the family would drive to central London, do the family shopping, collect the rent on their house on Edbrooke Road and spend the evening at a friend’s house.

         Abbott attended Vaughan Primary School, which was a five-minute walk from the family home. Marilyn Macey, who was a year above Abbott, remembers that the two had coat pegs next to one another and as a result, they got to know each other and would skip together in the playground.32 The headmistress at the time was a Miss D. M. M. Stenner, who had been in post since the early 1950s, had a reputation as a strong head and fought tirelessly for improvements to the school, including better lighting so that students could read until the end of the school day. Macey recalls that it was a small and pleasant school, but ‘it was the 1950s, so there was a certain amount of discipline’.

         Academically, Abbott stood out at primary school due to her essay writing. As a schoolgirl, this was a big thing, as her essays were regularly pinned up on the wall or read out to the rest of the class. Abbott stood out in other ways too. Despite this success, Abbott felt that in some way she did not fit in. ‘My recollection of primary school is often feeling like an outsider. I never understood why that was, until I became an adult.’33 Abbott, her brother and one other boy were the only black children in the school. ‘Some of the teachers would single me out,’ she explains. It was not just the teachers: Abbott was never invited to her best friend’s house. The two were inseparable and spent every breaktime together, but Abbott was not even invited to her birthday party. ‘I didn’t understand at the time, although in retrospect you see what’s going on.’

         The late 1950s and early 1960s was a time of growing affluence, and the Abbotts were able to enjoy, to some extent, the consolations of consumerism. The family’s Blue Spot radiogram was one piece of conspicuous consumption. Abbott recalls it as a massive piece of wooden furniture and, more than that, an object of which they could 13be proud. The family had a small collection of records. Julia Abbott was a fan of the Jamaican calypso star Harry Belafonte, particularly ‘Scarlet Ribbons’. ‘The theme of the song actually brings back my childhood. As a little girl, I had all these plaits which my mother used to religiously plait every morning, and every day I had fresh ribbons.’34 Abbott’s first record, which she bought as a teenager, was the more up-tempo ‘Ain’t Too Proud to Beg’ by the Temptations, a Motown classic. The family also used the radiogram to listen to the 8 p.m. news on the BBC Home Service, which fostered an early interest in politics. While Abbott’s parents were not particularly political, they had an international outlook. As a result, Abbott followed national and international news. Abbott also recalls engaging with the news and, even as a young woman, thinking, ‘If I was Secretary General of the United Nations I would do this…’35

         The Abbotts’ other piece of conspicuous consumption was a cocktail cabinet. ‘Basically, everyone that we knew who was West Indian had a cocktail cabinet, but I don’t know a single one of them who ever drank a cocktail.’36 In the Abbott household, the cocktail cabinet held sherry and Stones Ginger Wine, which came out on special occasions. Nonetheless, the Abbotts were not affluent. Family holidays were rare and would consist of occasional trips to Brighton or Blackpool. As far as Abbott could see, going on holiday was something that white people did. Government policy and the attitude of employers and unions meant black people were less likely to share in the growing prosperity of the ‘long boom’.

         HARROW COUNTY SCHOOL FOR GIRLS

         Abbott did well at school. Having passed her eleven-plus she was allocated a place at Harrow County School for Girls, the local selective school. In the Tripartite System of the time, passing the eleven-plus was an important achievement, and the letter from W. H. J. Knight, director of education for the London Borough of Harrow, stressed its significance: at the age of eleven, Abbott had been selected to sit O Levels and A Levels.14

         This point was not lost on the young Abbott:

         
            I thought it was very significant. I had this remarkably ugly uniform, navy and pink, and a felt hat in the winter, and a straw boater in the summer, because I was still wearing all these plaits, I was always losing my hats, they would just blow off. But I was so proud of my uniform, so proud of going to the school. It was a rite of passage going up to grammar school.37

         

         The uniform is one of the first things that former pupils at Harrow County School for Girls remember. The school took the uniform extremely seriously, and it was policed vigorously. At the beginning of each term, girls were required to kneel so that the distance between the bottom of the skirt and the floor could be measured. Skirt length was monitored with particular rigour during Abbott’s time due to the miniskirt craze of the 1960s. The uniform was monitored at the beginning of every day as girls filed into the school hall and there were spot checks in corridors. The school also had strict rules on shoes. Brown leather ‘house shoes’ were required to be worn inside the school to protect the parquet floors. Hats were an essential part of the uniform. Madeleine Watkins, one of Abbott’s school friends, recalls, ‘You didn’t dare be seen outside without your hat on, that would have meant death!’38 Girls who did not conform to the uniform rules were given an ‘order mark’. Any girl who received three order marks was sent to see the headmistress. Remarkably, the uniform was also policed outside of school. According to Maxine Longmuir, ‘We had an eccentric uniform mistress called Miss Buckley. If she caught you in the High Street and she thought your skirt was too short, she’d make you kneel on the ground, and get her ruler out!’39 Fiona Santon, another of Abbott’s contemporaries, concurs, recalling that the zealous Miss Buckley would sit in the local KKK café – which apparently had nothing to do with the Klan – ‘watching the schoolgirls on their way home’. On one occasion, ‘she accosted me in Station Road and gave me a thorough and humiliating dressing down in the street about the length (or rather lack of it) of my skirt and then sent me immediately back to 15the school to see the headmistress for a further dressing down’.40 For much of her time at the school, Miss Buckley was Abbott’s history teacher.

         The emphasis on the uniform was part of the atmosphere of the institution. Ann West, who taught Abbott A Level history, explains, ‘For a girls’ grammar school in the 1960s and 1970s, it was very much of its time. There was a strict uniform code, high expectations of standards of behaviour, prompt handing in of homework, with “order marks” handed out for infringements.’41 Longmuir recalls that the school was ‘strict, very academic. There was no question that the girls were expected to go to university.’42 Those girls who took the secretarial course were considered ‘second-class citizens’. Similarly, students who left before sixth form were regarded as failures.43 Several of the former students agree that the school was not a nurturing environment, certainly not towards the end of Abbott’s time there. For Watkins, the school ‘was, in its day, quite a posh school’.44 According to Longmuir, few of the school’s 550 students came from council house backgrounds. When they put on a production of Pygmalion, the one girl who spoke with a cockney accent was immediately cast as Eliza Doolittle. Nor was it ethnically diverse, Abbott being the only black student.

         The atmosphere was heightened by the school buildings. Watkins remembers that the school, built in the Queen Anne style in 1913, still had a ‘very oldy-worldy’ feel, which was heightened by the wood panelling throughout. Despite the strict regulations, many of the girls warmed to the school’s atmosphere. For Longmuir, ‘the discipline of the school definitely spilt over into my private life. The discipline of that school is part of what made me who I am today, and I feel lucky and privileged to have been there.’45 While primarily academic, the curriculum also included needlework and cooking. Abbott credits the school with teaching her how to make a good apple pie.46

         Daily assemblies were presided over by the terrifying headmistress, Miss Robinson. Abbott’s peers remember their headmistress as being short, fierce and elderly; for Watkins, she was ‘way past her sell-by date!’47

         The first year in the school was known as year three, and first year 16students were therefore known as ‘Thirds’, emphasising their diminutive stature. Each year was organised into three classes: A, B and C. The formula which was used to divide the girls between these classes was never made clear. Nonetheless, it was accepted that the girls in the ‘A’ class were the brightest, and those in class ‘C’ were the least academic. In 1965, to try to remove the stigma attached to the A, B, C classification, the classes were renamed: 3A, 3Alpha and 3Aleph. Abbott was allocated to the 3Alpha class. The girls quickly worked out that this was the equivalent of the B class. Once the allocation was made, there was no movement between the three classes.

         As Longmuir remembers, ‘all of our teachers were eccentric’.48 Mrs Heather, well liked and remembered by Watkins as ‘sort of mumsy’, was Abbott’s first form tutor. Abbott’s first English teacher, Miss Platt, stands out. Catherine Wilkey, who was in Abbott’s class, remembers her as ‘an absolute tyrant’.49 Abbott’s first few English lessons at the school ended in humiliation.

         
            When I started at grammar school, we were given an essay writing assignment in my first English class. The second class, I came, and the teacher read out the grades, and I sat there complacently waiting for my A. She started at the top and went down to the bottom: she started with A+, A, A-, and she still hadn’t called my name. I was a bit surprised, because I never got less than an A in my primary school. She read out everyone’s name, and everyone’s grade, and not my name. So I put up my hand and said, ‘You haven’t read out my grade,’ and she said, ‘Come and see me afterwards.’ So I went up to her at the end of the class, and she was standing on a sort of dais, about six inches above. She held my essay between her thumb and forefinger, and she literally looked down on me and without missing a beat said, ‘Where did you copy this essay?’ She couldn’t believe that a little chubby black girl with her pebble lenses and her plaits could have written that essay.50

         

         Abbott was mortified. Notably, she did not think about what had happened in terms of race. Her parents and their friends had never 17discussed racism, or how prejudice expressed itself in Britain, and therefore Abbott did not have the conceptual framework for exploring what had happened, or why her teacher was so certain that the essay must have been copied. At the time Abbott assumed that the teacher had taken a dislike to her.

         Abbott responded, quite naturally, by refusing to co-operate. Longmuir remembers, ‘Diane got so fed up with Miss Platt that [when] we had to write a critique of a poem, Diane just wrote, “It’s a load of old slush!” [For Diane] there was no point in doing the work if the teacher refused to mark it.’ Predictably, the English teacher punished Diane for her response.

         With Miss Platt refusing to mark her essays, and refusing to tolerate non-compliance, Abbott was forced to underperform. She recalls, ‘I felt humiliated. But I didn’t go home and complain to my parents, but for the remainder of that year, I wrote down, because I was frightened of being humiliated like that again. It wasn’t until my second year that I had an English teacher who really believed in me that I was able to blossom again.’51 Looking back on those English lessons, Longmuir concludes that Miss Platt was critical of girls who spoke with London accents, ‘so you can imagine what she made of Diane’, the only black student in the school.52

         In September 1967, two years after Abbott joined the school, there was a changing of the guard. The fearsome Miss Robinson was replaced as head by Miss Joan W. Cartman. According to Longmuir, Cartman was just as strict but younger and ‘more human’ than her predecessor. Watkins recalls that around the time that Cartman took over ‘we started to get a run of younger teachers’, some of whom had come straight from teacher training college.53

         With a new English teacher in her second year, once again Abbott began to flourish. Watkins remembers that she was ‘a star in the English class’. While the new English teacher, Mrs Landy, liked Abbott, other students who did not perform well were subjected to her disdain; one recalls being called a ‘stupid creature’ before being excluded from the class.54

         Abbott’s parents supported her education in different ways. At the 18beginning of her time at secondary school, her mother enrolled her in the local library. From that point on, Abbott read incessantly. ‘In my summer holidays, I’d get through a book a day. My mother would send me on an errand, and I’d walk along the street, reading a book.’ Her university application, completed in October 1972, listed reading ‘biography, science fiction and poetry’ among her many activities, along with visiting art galleries and museums and playing tennis.55

         Her father always attended school parents’ evenings with

         
            a brown shiny briefcase. He would change out of his work clothes and he wore a suit. But the briefcase was always empty. This was a working-class black man who spent his working day in overalls, and somehow he felt that if he had a briefcase those white teachers would take him seriously.56

         

         School became part of the family routine, and Abbott remembers her mother’s insistence that she should change into her ‘home clothes’ and do her homework as soon as she returned from school.

         Abbott’s parents had aspirations for their daughter – ‘but their ambitions clearly had a ceiling. No one they knew had been to university. The British education system, for them, was uncharted territory.’ With that in mind, her mother and father would have been happy had Abbott got a job as a staff nurse or a schoolteacher. She had other ideas. As a young woman, she wanted to be a ‘Member of Parliament and a bestselling writer’.57

         Her work for the school magazine, which began when she was fifteen, shows how seriously Abbott took writing. The 1968–69 edition, produced when Abbott was in the lower fifth, contains several of her pieces. ‘Venimus vidimus vicimus!’, a play on Julius Caesar’s ‘I came, I saw, I conquered’, tells of Harrow County Girls’ first victory at the Classical Reading Competition, which was held at University College London. Abbott, who was studying Latin at the time, used the piece to press the school authorities to introduce Ancient Greek to the school curriculum.58

         Abbott’s second piece concerned the school production of Romeo 19and Juliet, which took place in March 1969. It was an important moment, bringing together students from Harrow County School for Girls with their counterparts from Harrow County Boys for their first major production. Abbott remembers that her first political impulse was towards feminism. This is clear in her article, which explores the disparities between the resources available to the two schools. The boys’ school, Abbott reports, had a large and well-equipped stage. Moreover, the boys’ school trained its students in the technical aspects of running a show. Neither was true for the girls. After the piece was written, a new lighting panel was bought for Harrow County Girls.59

         Most of these pieces revolve around the concerns of school life. Abbott’s cartoon strip, for instance, was a parody of a school which revolves around status, excellence and achievement. Her final piece was quite different. ‘Timothy the Hermit’ was a piece of creative writing which had no obvious connection to the school. It gives the fullest impression of Abbott’s interests at the age of fifteen. The story is full of references to the concerns of the late 1960s and has an interesting political undertone. Abbott’s protagonist wants nothing more than to be left alone. However, civilisation is hot on his heels. His quiet spot on a deserted beach is redeveloped as a seaside resort. ‘The faster he fled civilization,’ Abbott wrote, ‘the faster it strove to keep up with him.’ Then, years before J. G. Ballard’s High-Rise, Timothy finds the solitude he craves in the flat at the top of a tower block. However, the flats are demolished, due to concerns that the buildings are leaving people isolated. ‘Wherever he settled he was haunted by droves of welfare workers … food parcels were pressed on him … he was stifled by other people’s concern.’60 Finally, anticipating Ballard’s Concrete Island, Timothy finds the peace he craves in a hole under the recently completed M1.

         The story is full of counter-intuitive twists: the hermit finds solitude in a tower block, he finds serenity under a busy motorway and his life is bedevilled by the constant attention of welfare workers. Each aspect of the story reflects important debates that were taking place in Britain in the late 1960s. Many of the hermit’s problems stem from the regeneration and urbanisation which characterised the 1960s. Indeed, the M1, which was completed shortly before the story was written, ran 20through Harrow. The impact of tower blocks, which is crucial to the story, reflects both London’s changing urban environment after the building boom of the 1960s, and growing concerns about high-rise developments following the partial collapse of Ronan Point. Questions over the extent to which the hermit’s desire to be alone is a form of madness may also reflect an awareness of contemporary debates over mental illness. Abbott does seem to have been interested in the issue of mental illness and it formed part of her voluntary work during her school years.

         The most surprising aspect of the story, for a politician who has been a consistent advocate of the ‘enabling state’, is the scepticism of welfarism. The story is full of social workers ‘grimly concerned for [the hermit’s] welfare’, who do more harm than good. The story also pokes fun at the bureaucracy of the welfare state, commenting that the hermit is bombarded with paperwork. Again, this reflects the kinds of debates that were going on in Britain at the time. During the 1960s there was an increasing concern that post-war welfarism had destroyed traditional communities, and that the welfare state was bureaucratic, inflexible and paternalistic. Significantly, these concerns came from the counter-cultural left, as well as the New Right. Researcher Richard Titmuss began exploring the problems of the welfare state in the late 1950s. In the early 1960s he criticised the ‘assumption that the establishment of social welfare necessarily and inevitably contributes to the spread of humanism and the resolution of social injustice’, noting that ‘a multitude of sins may be committed in its appealing name’.61

         It is unlikely that Abbott read Titmuss prior to writing ‘Timothy the Hermit’, but counter-cultural ideas were not restricted to academic writers. Records by the Beatles had an increasingly counter-cultural edge. While the Cold War became decidedly less dangerous in the years after 1963, counter-cultural anxieties about the threat of a nuclear apocalypse, and the political systems that might annihilate humanity, were still aired regularly in film and in print. 1968 was a year of revolution at home and abroad. The Prague Spring, the huge anti-Vietnam demonstration in London in March, riots in the US following the assassination of Martin Luther King, the student protests 21in Paris – known simply as ‘May ’68’ – and student sit-ins at the London School of Economics among others, all in their different ways brought counter-cultural ideas into the mainstream.

         By the late 1960s, politics was beginning to impinge on Abbott. At the end of the 1950s, the debate around immigration had become fierce. The Commonwealth Immigrants Act of 1962 was the first legislative measure which responded to concerns about mass migration. However, rather than restricting immigration, the Act led to an influx of migrants from the new Commonwealth, who moved to Britain in 1961 before the legislation was introduced. Nor did the Act quieten concern. Indeed, by the late 1960s there were demands for still tighter controls. At the same time, there was concern about Labour’s new Race Relations Acts, the second of which outlawed discrimination in housing. It was in this context that Enoch Powell’s ‘Rivers of Blood’ speech caused a political storm. Powell argued that in allowing continuing immigration Britain was ‘busily engaged in heaping up its own funeral pyre’.62 The growing number of immigrants, who in time, Powell argued, would occupy entire towns across the country, were making white Britons ‘strangers in their own country’, giving them a ‘sense of being a persecuted minority’. Worse still, he predicted that immigrants had ‘vested interests in the preservation and sharpening of racial and religious differences, with a view to the exercise of actual domination’ over the white population, which would inevitably lead to violence.63 The not-so-subtle subtext of Powell’s speech was that black and Asian immigrants would soon be an occupying army; that immigrants were already displacing white people in the competition for jobs, hospital beds and school places; that they would soon have legal privileges denied to white Britons; and that in time they would go to war with the white population. Powell focused particular attention on the threat posed by black and Asian children, each of whom, in time, would have a family of their own, which would add to the ‘growth of the immigrant-descended population’.64

         Powell’s speech was a sensation and was widely covered in the press. The Daily Mirror, the Abbott family paper, reported the story extensively, often devoting the front page to reactions to Powell. Edward 22Heath, leader of the Conservative Party, dismissed Powell immediately. In reality, as Powell made clear in his speech, he was making a case for two existing Tory policies: strict immigration controls and financial incentives for repatriation. In that sense, there was little disagreement between Powell and the rest of the Tory frontbench. Heath sacked him on the basis that the speech was ‘racialist in tone, and liable to exacerbate racial tensions’, not due to any substantive policy disagreement.65 But Powell had considerable public sympathy. Quickly, letters were written and marches and strikes organised protesting Powell’s dismissal. Looking back to April 1968, Abbott comments, ‘I remember going to school the next day, and everything seemed different. You felt a little scared, you felt that something had happened which carried a hint of menace, towards you personally.’66

         Powell’s speech certainly had an impact on Harrow. It was covered extensively in the local press. On 26 April, less than a week after Powell’s speech, the front page of the Harrow Observer, was largely taken up with reactions to Powell’s speech and his subsequent sacking. The MPs for the three seats in Harrow took quite different positions. John Page, Conservative MP for Harrow West, declared himself ‘grateful that a man of the stature of Mr Enoch Powell has taken it upon himself to turn the spotlight on the subject of immigration’, adding that he shared Powell’s views. Page concluded that Heath had been right to sack Powell, simply because he had broken the principle of collective responsibility, not because there was anything inherently wrong with his message. Anthony Grant, Harrow Central’s Conservative MP, explicitly endorsed Powell’s sacking, while implicitly endorsing his message. Grant argued that MPs had a duty to do everything they could to stop Britain experiencing the kind of violence witnessed in America, and therefore should stop immigration as swiftly as possible. Neither of the MPs acknowledged that the population of Harrow was almost entirely white. Roy Roebuck, the Labour MP for Harrow East, demurred, arguing that the Race Relations Act was ‘in tune with our British tradition of fair play’ as well as ‘the message of Christianity’.

         Powell’s intervention seems to have inspired an uptick in the activity of racist groups in Harrow, including the neo-Nazi Union 23Movement, which fielded a candidate in a council by-election in July 1968. According to the local press, Union Movement activists spent a great deal of time in late June canvassing door-to-door. At the same time, the Racial Preservation Society leafleted the area. The reaction to Powell’s speech rumbled on for some time. Powell was back on the front page of the Harrow Observer in November, backed by Harrow’s two Conservative MPs who were advocating the repatriation of black and Asian Britons. Crucially, Powell’s intervention gave racist views the veneer of respectability. Early in 1969, the National Front were given the Harrow Observer’s regular ‘Opinion Column’, in which they advocated ‘the preservation of our British native stock … by terminating non-white immigration and the orderly and humane repatriation of immigrants’. Harrow seems to have been spared the worst repercussions of Powell’s speech; there are no reports in the local press of violence against black or Asian people, as there were in other areas of the country.67 Moreover, local opinion was not uniformly Powellite. In fact, the Harrow Observer published numerous letters decrying racism, as well as reports of anti-racist marches in Harrow. But Powell had changed the debate fundamentally; he had politicised the very presence of black people in Britain in a new and ominous way.

         The outside world certainly affected Abbott’s school life, although not always in sinister ways. Although the school functioned as though it was still in the 1950s, the pupils were rooted firmly in the contemporary world. Longmuir recalls that before school and in breaks there were ‘huddles of girls in the cloakroom looking at Melody Maker and the New Musical Express’. On one occasion, a group of girls smuggled a radio into a home economics lesson, hid it inside a cooker and listened to Radio One Club at the back of the lesson. At the beginning of the 1970s, pictures of Marc Bolan, David Bowie and David Cassidy began to appear in school. Abbott, however, had other interests. Catherine Wilkey remembers, ‘She loved old film stars, Greta Garbo and Elizabeth Taylor. We used to sit at the back of the classroom and pluck our eyebrows; the fashion then was for very thin eyebrows.’68

         Abbott began studying for her O Levels in the autumn of 1970. Longmuir, who was in her French class, remembers, ‘She was 24definitely eccentric, loud, definitely had her opinions. But she was so clever, and so quick. She was almost a bit fearsome, you were a bit in awe of her.’ Abbott was certainly a self-confident student. Towards the end of her O Levels, she stopped attending English lessons. Together with another student, she used the time to set up reading groups for younger girls, apparently telling her teacher, ‘I don’t think I’m learning anything in this class, it would be better if I studied on my own.’69

         Abbott’s O Level mocks revealed that at least some of her teachers thought she should be taken down a peg or two. Students at the school studied a science O Level which combined physics and chemistry. Having lost her mock timetable, Abbott arrived for what she thought was the physics exam, only to discover that she would be examined on chemistry. Exasperated, her teacher gave her an extra thirty minutes to revise. When the mock results were given out Abbott got straight As. But some of the teachers were not pleased, feeling that her disorganisation should have been reflected in her marks.

         SIXTH FORM

         Like most of the young women in the school Abbott took nine O Levels in her upper fifth year. She is recorded in the school magazine as one of many students who did well, and she qualified for the sixth form. Around the time that Abbott began her A Levels, her parents separated. A reference sent to Newnham College, written by her headmistress, notes that the separation caused her ‘immense difficulties’. One of the more practical issues was the physical upheaval that occurred as a result of the separation. Abbott, together with her father and brother, moved from Harrow to Mount Grove in Edgware, and then to Turner Road in Queensbury. Her mother relocated to Huddersfield.70

         Sixth formers had various responsibilities and privileges which marked them out from the rest of the students. They were made prefects and given responsibility for enforcing silence in the corridors. Abbott’s classmate Rachel Kolsky remembers they were also entitled to use ‘the white house’. Liz Turner, five years younger than Abbott, remembers the sixth form had a certain mystique:25

         
            They had this beautiful house, full of common rooms, an old white house like a manor house, that was on the site before the school. The sixth formers had the lower floor, which had French windows out on to the grass. If you think about St Trinian’s, the way the girls change, you get these scruffy little oiks, and then they transform into these stylish beauties. The upper sixth were goddesses!71

         

         One of the sixth formers’ responsibilities was looking after the tea and coffee machine. It was in this context that Turner met Abbott.

         
            The sixth form were given the job of refunding money swallowed by the little drinks machine serving watery hot chocolate. As a nervous first year, I made my way to the sixth form common room and knocked on the door. Diane answered, when I said I’d come for my 3p, she told me imperiously that I had to come at lunchtime not break time and said something to the tune of, ‘We don’t hand out money just any time.’72

         

         Abbott studied English, religious knowledge and history at A Level. She was also one of a handful of young women in her year to be allowed to take art as a fourth A Level. Taking four A Levels was unusual, and Abbott had to ‘make a fuss’ with her teachers to persuade them, but taking all four was important to her as she ‘cared passionately about all of the subjects’. Taking an additional A Level meant working at lunchtimes, and more work during holidays and at weekends.

         Abbott’s history class was taught by Ann West, and focused on the period of the Renaissance and Reformation in Europe. West comments:

         
            From what I can remember, Diane was an outstanding student. That particular A Level group, of about twelve girls, was a joy to teach. From my perspective, lessons were never dull as the girls were willing to engage in discussion and debate around whatever topic we were studying. Diane was especially good at that! She was willing to question a perspective, disagree sometimes, and offer a different critical opinion but never in a way that I could object to. Her written work was of 26a very high standard – mature, well-argued and presented, quoting different authorities and making a clear and coherent argument.73

         

         Gillian Soulby, who studied art with Abbott, recalls, ‘She was very good at art, we spent a lot of time in the art room together. She had a very distinctive style – like Henry Moore’s drawings, lots of lines giving form to a shape.’ Apparently, she signed her paintings ‘Dabbott’. Together, with four others, Abbott helped paint a series of murals at Roxbourne Hospital for Geriatric Patients over the Easter holidays of 1971. The project was featured twice in the Harrow Observer, which carried photographs of the girls and two of their five murals. Abbott also wrote about the initiative in the 1971 edition of the school magazine in an article entitled ‘Social Service’. Apparently, the murals were part of a broader initiative in the school which encouraged students to engage with the community. Abbott wrote:

         
            Recently there was a debate in school as to whether the school curriculum bore any relevance to life; this new Community Service scheme shows that some attempt, at least, is being made to relate the work done in school to life and the community, and that part of the school, at least, has the opportunity of discovering the reality of being part of a community.74

         

         The opening line is almost certainly a reference to the school debating society. Gillian Soulby, who was one of the group who painted the mural, recalls Abbott was an active member of the society.

         
            Diane could be quite outspoken … She wasn’t popular with a lot of the staff. It was a very traditional girl’s grammar school, and we weren’t encouraged to discuss things – we didn’t do much public speaking. The debating society was quite poorly attended, it wasn’t a big thing at all. Diane did like debating, and she wasn’t afraid to express her views, and she was the only black girl in the school. Diane wasn’t afraid to put her head above the parapet, and that didn’t go down well with the old female staff in the school.7527

         

         Abbott’s willingness to speak her mind was noted in her school reference. Writing in late 1972, Abbott’s headmistress stated:

         
            Diane Abbott has shown, from a relatively young age, powers of penetrating insight, mature understanding and a capacity for abstract reasoning which have marked her as a rare pupil. She has a quick mind and unusual independence of judgement, though the tenacity of her personality, not to say stubbornness at times, occasionally has led her to persevere in somewhat idiosyncratic views which she nevertheless, argues with great cogency … She is blessed with a sense of humour which makes her a witty and provocative conversationalist.76

         

         The school magazine records that the debating society was in a ‘dormant state’ until Abbott entered the upper sixth, becoming its vice-chair. The magazine records that in the first debate of the new school year, ‘the irrepressible Miss D. Abbott surprisingly opposed the motion that “Oxford and Cambridge occupy a justifiable position in the Educational System” but was characteristically victorious’.77 The school debating team also took on Harrow County Boys’ School, defeating them in a debate on the topic of women’s liberation. Some students joined the society opportunistically, in order to mention it on their university applications. Abbott, by contrast, really shone in the debates. Wilkey comments, ‘She was flamboyant. She was really good at debate, good at speaking up and speaking out.’78

         Abbott’s final years at Harrow County Girls seem to have been extraordinarily active. The school magazine records that she wrote the ‘grand finale’ for the Christmas show. The piece, ‘Marylou’, was ‘loosely based on the Hollywood musicals (the theme being the rise to fame of Marylou after she went to the big city and her consequent romance with Irvine Oppenheimer)’. Abbott’s finale

         
            brought the house down with laughter as many unrehearsed things happened, such as the continuous reintroduction of ‘the little girl wonder’ and ‘the lunettes’ while Diane, who played Marylou, 28struggled into her dress, which eventually slithered down while she was singing the final song, and had to be hastily held up by someone behind her before it went any further!79

         

         Abbott also played a leading role in the sixth form society, organising ‘a lavish tea’ with some of the Harrow Boys’ sixth form. ‘The intrepid Diane Abbott and Catherine Wilkey’ are credited with surpassing the students from the boys’ school in terms of their organisation.80

         Collaborations with the boys’ school brought Abbott into contact with Michael Portillo and Clive Anderson. Decades before they shared a sofa on This Week, Portillo and Abbott starred as Lord and Lady Macduff in Portillo’s first attempt to make a film. Indeed, Portillo claims that he gave Abbott her first ever screen test for the part. Students from the two schools got together as part of Convergence, a theatrical group formed while Abbott was still in the lower fifth. Looking back on the joint ventures, Abbott’s contemporary Gill Cook recalls, ‘Most of the girls went there because of the boys.’ It was through the group, Cook says, that ‘Diane became friendly with quite a few of the boys’.81 From Abbott’s point of view, the group was about the drama, but it was also ‘a legitimate way for boys from the boys’ school to meet the girls from the girls’ school’.82 Convergence put on a production of Hamlet in April 1971, which starred Clive Anderson as Laertes. Appropriately for a future Conservative politician, Michael Portillo was the show’s business manager and head of the publicity team.83

         Abbott also joined the editorial board of the school magazine in her final year. Cook, who was also on the magazine’s board, recalls that the teachers helped, contacting sponsors such as NatWest Bank and the local paper to raise the money to produce the magazine, and liaised with the printers, but the students selected the articles and artwork themselves. The editorial, which Abbott co-wrote, had a clearly political tone:

         
            The editorial committee considered putting forward its views on the situation in the Middle East, a solution to the Irish question, a cure for all our economic ills but unfortunately, those in the corridors of 29power are unlikely to hear about, still less to attend to and act on, any editorial opinion of ours.84

         

         Abbott was just as active outside school. Her mother made sure that the children went to church. ‘There was a period in my life when I was a Sunday school teacher,’ Abbott recalls. ‘Some might say that was the pinnacle of my achievements!’85 She also wrote about religion twice in the school magazine. One piece on the Open Religious Society, a group open to Christians, Jews, all believers and non-believers at the school, indicates that she attended lectures from missionaries, theologians from London Bible College, as well as talks on the relationship between religion and science. The article praises ‘invaluable social work the mission performs as the inevitable accompaniment of preaching the gospel’. The second piece, concerning a visit to the Radha Krishna Temple, concludes, ‘The Radha Krishna cult does not appeal to me personally, but it has brought purpose and contentment into the lives of the people we saw.’86

         Abbott was clearly fascinated by politics as a teenager. A school reference written late in 1972 notes that ‘she has an informed interest in matters social, political and artistic’.87 Nor was her interest merely academic. It was in her final years at secondary school that Abbott became politically active. ‘My earliest participatory radicalisation was around the women’s movement. I was reading Spare Rib, I was a feminist, so I joined a women’s group in Edgware.’88 However, this first experience of political organisation was not a happy one. Abbott attended regularly until a discussion turned to booking a black male stripper for a fundraiser. Abbott concluded that ‘maybe I don’t identify with this group of feminists’ and stopped attending.89

         The early 1970s was also a time when black politics achieved a new salience in Britain. Martin Luther King’s visit in 1964 and Malcolm X’s visit in 1965 led to the creation of transient political groups. However, Stokely Carmichael’s visit in 1967 was the real turning point. Carmichael came to prominence as chair of the Student Non-violent Coordinating Committee, which emerged from the sit-in movement of 1960. By 1967 Carmichael was the honorary prime 30minister of the Black Panther Party, and one of the leading exponents of Black Power. His visit galvanised black radicals in Britain, leading to the creation of a British Black Panther movement, as well as groups such as the Black Unity and Freedom Party, and the Fasimba.90 The election of a Conservative government in 1970 led to the enactment of legislation realising Enoch Powell’s twin goals: stricter immigration laws and provisions for repatriation. Although the Immigration Act of 1971 was the third such act in a decade, it broke new ground. For the first time in modern British history racial categories were introduced into British law. The Act distinguished between ‘patrials’, people whose grandparents were born in Britain, and ‘non-patrials’, people who did not have British grandparents. ‘Patrials’ – which included white people living in Australia, Canada and New Zealand – could come and go as they pleased. ‘Non-patrials’, the vast majority of whom were black and Asian, faced significant new restrictions. Moreover, ‘non-patrials’ could be repatriated within ten years of their arrival. The 1971 Act exposed what was implicit in Powellite arguments: not all immigrants were equal. White immigrants were welcome; black and Asian immigrants were an existential threat to the nation.

         The 1971 Immigration Act was not passed without a fight. In the spring of 1971, Britain’s new Black Power groups organised to protest the new law, along with older groups such as the Supreme Council of Sikhs, the Indian Workers’ Association and the West Indian Standing Conference. Black Power groups also marched through central London in August 1971 in protest at the killing of George Jackson, and the imprisonment of Angela Davis. Black Power also scored a notable victory at the end of the year. The Mangrove Nine, a group of black radicals – including Altheia Jones-LeCointe, a leading figure in the British Panthers; Darcus Howe, who would go on to become one of Britain’s best known black radicals; and Frank Crichlow, a beloved and central figure in Notting Hill’s black community – took on the Metropolitan Police in court, which led to the first judicial acknowledgement that there was ‘evidence of racial hatred’ in the police. The Mangrove campaign was not merely a legal fight, several of the group 31toured the country making their case, and the Panthers organised demonstrations by black women outside the Old Bailey.91

         ‘Community Relations’ was a vexed issue in Harrow in 1971. Public meetings were organised by black locals in July and November, in an attempt to persuade local councillors that racism was a reality in the area. The second meeting was arranged by Tony Mathews, a migrant from Jamaica, in response to the ongoing activities of Oswald Mosley’s Union Movement in Harrow. The local authority finally agreed to set up a community council in December 1971, despite the delaying tactics of two Conservative councillors. The local press also responded to local pressure by publishing a feature on recent migrants to the area under the title ‘Peaceful co-existence’. Ominously, the term used by the Harrow Observer to describe the relationship between Asian families and their white neighbours was borrowed from the vocabulary of the Cold War.

         Perhaps as a result of the heightened attention paid to race and immigration in public debate, perhaps as a result of the activities of Black Power groups, Abbott became interested in black politics in the early 1970s. Tommie Smith and John Carlos’s Black Power salute at the 1968 Olympics was her first encounter with Black Power: ‘I remember it very clearly, and it having a big impact on me.’ Abbott was never a member of any of the Black Power groups, but she kept an eye on what was going on in the movement. ‘There was nothing in the library about it, and nothing on the television, there wasn’t an online world. So as a teenager before I went to university, I relied completely on the black bookshop movement, and Race Today to understand what was happening in the world of black politics.’92 In the late 1960s, a number of radical black bookshops opened across London. New Beacon Books, founded by John La Rose and Sarah White, opened a shop in Finsbury Park, around the corner from the Black Panther’s north London base in Tollington Park. Around the same time Jessica and Eric Huntley founded Bogle-L’Ouverture Publications. In the early days, Bogle-L’Ouverture was based in a room at the Huntley’s west London home, before they established a shop in Chignell Place, West Ealing. Abbott remembers that New Beacon and Bogle-L’Ouverture 32were the places to go to find out what was going on in black politics in Britain. As well as publishing new work, the shops distributed flyers and magazines which promoted grassroots campaigns. In the early 1970s, Abbott also became a regular reader of Race Today. ‘Race Today and Spare Rib were my Bibles for left activism. As a young woman, Race Today meant a lot to me. It let people know what was going on, it made ideas about race readily available and resonant.’93

         The trial of the Mangrove Nine, which ran from September to December 1971, was covered extensively in Race Today, as well as other counter-cultural magazines such as Time Out and the International Times. The Mangrove campaign also gained significant coverage in the broadsheets.94 Abbott was in the upper sixth at the time and made a trip to the Old Bailey to sit in the public gallery to watch the trial. Encouraging black people to attend the trial was part of the Nine’s political strategy. In a democracy, justice must be seen to be fair. The power of the public gallery was not lost on the Nine, who determined from the outset of the trial to use the presence of black people in the courtroom, to signal to the judge and jury that the defendants had the support of the community, and that the black community would be scrutinising the trial and the verdict. Abbott attended the trial and remembers it as the first time that she saw Darcus Howe, who later became a friend. She also took her sketchbook and sketched strangers on the Tube, the defendants and the court officials.

         In the summer after her A Level exams, Abbott and some friends took a holiday to the Isle of Wight. Abbott went with a group of young women, many of whom had worked with her either on the murals at Roxbourne Hospital or on the school magazine. Preparations were extensive. The plan was to get a train from Harrow on the Hill to Leatherhead, then to walk to Southampton, staying at youth hostels along the way before taking the ferry to the Isle of Wight. All did not go according to plan. The trip began badly, Wilkey recalls, when ‘we were inappropriately clad and inappropriately shod! There were four or five of us, we all met at Harrow on the Hill station. We were all carrying way too much, so we jettisoned a lot of what we had when we realised we couldn’t carry it.’95 The walking element of 33the holiday was quickly abandoned and the group decided to rely on buses, a decision which ate into their meagre funds.96 Nonetheless, they made it to the Isle of Wight and back, drawing a veil over their use of public transport when they recounted their exploits to family and friends back home.

         At the end of the summer, Abbott’s A Level results were good. The school magazine records that she was one of two young women to come joint top of the year, with four A Levels, for three of which she received distinctions, a result which set her up for an application to Cambridge.

         Looking back, Abbott argues that her background and early experiences informed her politics. First, her commitment to decent education for all flows from her own experience of school.

         
            Education is really important. My parents left school at fourteen. The thing which enabled me to go further and higher was entirely my education. Education is a liberating force. Education gives you confidence, and if you are a black girl from north London, you have to have something that can enable you to walk into a room of white middle-class people without crumpling. I had a certain rural Jamaican confidence, but it was also the fact that I knew that I had as good an education as anyone.97

         

         Improving education has been an important aspect of Abbott’s work as an MP: in fact, she regards the opening of five secondary schools in Hackney during the New Labour era as one of her proudest achievements. It also explains why so much of the policy development that Abbott was involved in as shadow Minister for Public Health focused on schools and the life chances of children. London Schools and the Black Child, an initiative that Abbott founded in 1999, also reflects her conviction that education, particularly for black children, can be liberating.

         On a deeper level, Abbott’s politics are shaped by the experience of being the child of migrants. ‘My parents were economic migrants, so whenever I take part in the debate about migration, I’m very aware, 34and sometimes some commentators aren’t, these people are real people, just trying to do the best for their children.’98 As the daughter of migrants, Abbott’s presence in Britain, her access to education and healthcare, her experience in school were all politicised, particularly after Powell’s 1968 speech and the 1971 Immigration Act, which translated Powell’s rhetoric into law. The immigration debate, which often had racist overtones, has been part of British politics, part of western politics ever since, informing the electoral strategies of major political parties, accounting for the emergence of new political groups, and feeding into debates about Europe. The importance of immigration is clear from the flood of immigration laws passed, by Conservative and Labour governments. Since Abbott’s parents arrived in Britain 1951, new immigration laws were introduced in the 1960s, 1970s, 1980s and 1990s, not to mention the swarm of laws passed under Blair and Brown.

         In a sense, the immigration debates which have raged from the 1950s are merely a rehearsal for debates to come; debates which will reckon with the displacement of millions of people due to climate change and environmental degradation. Since entering Parliament in 1987, Abbott has consistently championed the rights of migrants as human beings, while some politicians have wanted to draw sharp distinctions between the rights of ‘patrials’ and ‘non-patrials’, between ‘aliens’ and ‘citizens’, or between ‘the native Anglo-Saxon stock’ and the ‘swarm of people’ who have no right to a safe haven. In a world where migration is shaped by extreme scarcity and a growing climate crisis, Britain has a choice between the politics which Abbott has championed, which recognises the humanity of migrants; and the rhetoric of walls and permits, of sprawling detention centres and barbed wire refugee camps.
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            CHAPTER 2

            CAMBRIDGE: THE MAKING OF DIANE ABBOTT

         

         The essential shape of the Cambridge history degree was determined in the 1870s. Cambridge University, unlike almost any other in the world, chose to teach political science through history. Consequently, history students could study not only the history of political thought but also theories of state and, by the early 1970s, modern political philosophy. It was this combination of history and politics that attracted Abbott. ‘I’d always loved history, but history at Cambridge enabled me to read about, to talk about, and to study politics. There was no PPE [philosophy, politics and economics] at Cambridge, so history was the degree that allowed me to do that.’1

         Deciding to study history was one thing; deciding to study at Cambridge was another. In part, Abbott’s decision was motivated by her reading. From her early teens, she had been a voracious reader and the novels she read were full of characters who went to Oxford or Cambridge. Swift’s Gulliver, Austen’s Mr Darcy and Mr Wickham all went to Cambridge, while Wodehouse’s Bertie Wooster, Fitzgerald’s Gatsby and a host of others went to Oxford. So, Abbott picked up the message that anybody who was anybody went to one of Britain’s two ancient universities. The choice of Cambridge was influenced by a school trip. Every year, older students at Harrow County School for Girls could choose from a number of excursions. Abbott opted for Cambridge, with the express purpose of touring the university. It made a major impression: ‘subconsciously I was swept up by the 36architecture and the look of the place’.2 Great St Mary’s Church, the geographical centre of the university, stands on King’s Parade, and the area is quintessentially Cambridge, with King’s College Chapel and Senate House dominating the scene. For Abbott, visiting King’s Parade for the first time, there was also something about the students, who in their stripy scarfs seemed like ‘gods and goddesses’, or at least ‘people from another state of being’.3 The place, the idea of the place, and joining the community of scholars were all enormously attractive to seventeen-year-old Abbott. However, Cambridge was not the only university on her radar. Her second choice was Oxford – to study history at either Wadham College or St Hugh’s – where she would have been a near contemporary of Theresa May.4

         Then, as now, getting into Cambridge was no mean feat. Abbott, however, faced more obstacles than most. There was no formal prohibition on young black women from the working class gaining a place at Cambridge, but the nature of the school system, as well as the nature of the Cambridge entrance exam, favoured white men from private schools. First, in 1973, only six of the university’s thirty colleges admitted women: Newnham, Girton, and Newhall admitted women only, while King’s, Clare, and Churchill were ‘co-residential’. Consequently, only 16 per cent of Cambridge undergraduates were women.5 The proportion of female undergraduates had risen in the late 1960s, but as Edward Heath’s government cut university funding in the early 1970s, Cambridge responded by halting initiatives to increase female recruitment. The fact that Cambridge was so male-dominated had a knock-on effect on secondary schools and sixth forms. This was clear enough in Harrow. While Harrow County School for Boys had a long history of sending students to Oxford and Cambridge, and therefore had teachers who were well versed in guiding their students through the process, there was no tradition and little expectation that students at the girls’ school would go on to Oxbridge. As a result, Abbott’s teachers had nothing like the expertise of their counterparts at the boys’ school. Indeed, their understanding of Cambridge would prove decades out of date.

         Turning to class, in 1973 around 5 per cent of working-class young 37people went to university, compared to just over 30 per cent of those from higher status socio-economic groups.6 This percentage of working-class students was much smaller at Oxford and Cambridge. Latin was one of the barriers to admittance. All students applying for arts subjects sat a compulsory Latin paper as part of the entrance exam. Abbott opines that it was ‘one of the methods by which Oxford and Cambridge keep most working-class students, and many state school students out’. Students from private and public schools had a huge advantage. In the early 1970s, although only around 7 per cent of students in the country were privately educated, private school students made up around 60 per cent of Cambridge undergraduates.7 Fortunately, Abbott had studied Latin at O Level.

         Finally, Abbott had to persuade her school to support her application. This was essential, as in the 1970s students from state schools stayed on for a term after their A Levels to prepare for the Oxford and Cambridge entrance exams and for the interview process. Academically, Abbott was one of the best students in the school, but in spite of this she faced an uphill struggle.

         
            I remember going up to my head of year and saying that I wanted to do the Oxford and Cambridge entrance. My teacher looked at me in horror and said, ‘I don’t think you’re up to it.’ And this was a fateful moment for me. Fortunately, my quite assertive Jamaican heritage kicked in and I said, ‘But I do, and that’s what matters, isn’t it?’ It changed the course of my life.8

         

         This was one of the clearest examples of racism that Abbott experienced at school. With the utmost reluctance, Abbott was allowed to stay on for the ‘seventh term’, which she spent revising and extending her command of Latin. One other young woman, a white student, also stayed on for the autumn term of 1972. Abbott recalls that her head of year lavished attention on the white student and ‘only taught me under duress’. The advice given to the two students underlines the attitude of the school: Abbott was told to apply to Newnham College, whereas the other student was groomed for the more prestigious 38Girton. Gill Sutherland, director of studies for history at Newnham in the early 1970s, suggests that this was an extremely dated misapprehension: ‘Folklore had it, in the late nineteenth century, that Girton was for ladies and Newnham was for governesses.’9 There was little basis for this perception, but before 1914 it was easier for young women of slender means to go to Newnham, leading to gossip among the anxious middle classes about what kinds of students went to the two colleges.

         In mid-December 1972, Abbott went to Newnham for her interview, which was conducted in the study of one of the college’s history scholars. The interview was both intimidating and inspiring. ‘I remember my interviewer was wearing these smart blue shoes, because for a lot of the interview I was looking at her feet, because it’s an intimidating thing, an Oxbridge interview.’10 It was a new experience in other ways too. The interviewer was a writer, and her books were on display. For the first time in her life Abbott, who harboured an ambition to write, came face to face with an author. The interviewers were impressed, one noting, ‘I thought this girl a definite possibility. Eager – a bit sprawling. But might come on quite well. Definitely interested in art history. Talked intelligently about it.’11 Her second interviewer concurred: ‘Passionate enthusiasm, v. good on uses of RK [religious knowledge] to historian. Is stubborn – but determined. Worth having a go at.’12 In early 1974, Abbott received an offer to study history at Newnham College.

         Newnham College was founded in 1871 by suffragist Millicent Fawcett and utilitarian philosopher Henry Sidgwick as part of a campaign to gain equal rights for women within the university. Although the college was founded with radical intentions, it embodied a particular view of a woman’s place in the world. Newnham was designed and built on the model of the home. Rather than being designed as a large single institution, the college was conceived as a series of buildings. According to the original plan, each of these houses had a sitting room and a communal dining room, in an attempt to create an intimate family atmosphere. By the time Abbott joined the college, Newnham was made up of Old Hall, Sidgwick, Kennedy and Peile Hall, where 39Abbott lived for her three years as an undergraduate. Each of the student rooms had a small gas fire and students shared a small kitchen and a bathroom. Covered corridors connected the different parts of the college. These were conceived to protect the young women from the elements and to ensure privacy. This sense of seclusion was heightened by the layout of the buildings which faced onto central gardens, again creating a private sphere cut off from the outside. While the college had been extended and modernised since the First World War, it still embodied a Victorian conception of architecture for women.13

         One aspect of getting into Cambridge was straightforward: having won a place Abbott received a full grant, covering her university fees, college fees and a living allowance. Tuition fees for all students were paid by local authorities. The maintenance grant was means-tested, and due to the level of her parents’ income Abbott received a full grant. This was crucial, as without the grant Cambridge would have remained out of reach. Certainly, her father would never have countenanced taking on the debt. The Abbotts, after all, had no credit card. If they did not have the money, they saved. In addition to the grant, Abbott recalls that it was easy to pick up a job in the holidays, and that if that proved impossible, undergraduates could sign on and get unemployment benefits over the summer break. All in all, it was a wholly different financial regime.

         Abbott was one of 110 freshers who matriculated at Newnham in October 1973. For much of its history, the college made no attempt to monitor the ethnicity of its students. Nonetheless, based on a careful reading of college records, Abbott appears to have been the second black student ever to have attended. Eight of Newnham’s first year students in Abbott’s year studied history.

         University life was a culture shock. Comparing Cambridge with the world she had left she was ‘struck by the contrast between the people with nothing, and the people at the top’, which taught her that ‘the world is a wildly unfair place’. Some of Abbott’s school friends remember Harrow County School for Girls as being ‘a bit posh’, but Newnham was something else again. As far as Abbott was concerned a great deal of college life was simply baffling. ‘Cambridge was a law 40unto itself. There were endless rules and regulations, like when you had to wear your gown.’14 Her first meeting with her tutor also caught her off guard. Arriving at her tutor’s rooms at noon, she was offered a glass of wine. ‘This was a new life. In our house we had a bottle of Cyprus sherry, which lasted for months.’15 Formal college dinners began with toasts to the Queen, and the founders and benefactors of the college, there were regular formal dinners at which students and fellows wore gowns, and the students themselves organised sherry parties. Jill Lewis, who was a graduate student at Newnham at the time recalls, ‘There was a sense of being among women from wealthy backgrounds. The woman in the room beside me spoke a bit like the Queen, obviously had money and knew the Duke of Marlborough.’16

         Newnham’s student magazine gives an impression of the activities available to students at the time. The Junior Common Room (JCR) Committee, which looked after the welfare of the college’s undergrads, organised punting, university challenge trials, a croquet club, a squash club and a student fiction library. The college also had a boat club, which organised competitive rowing and sculling, as well as tennis courts, a cigarette machine and a Victorian observatory, which were available to students.17

         ‘One of the rules’, Abbott recalls, ‘was that we weren’t allowed to have any man – boyfriend or otherwise – in our room overnight. We were allowed male guests during the day, but they had to be out by 10 p.m. There was only one entrance, so it was well-nigh impossible to sneak a man in at night, and I certainly never tried.’18 Newnham undergraduates speculated that the narrow single beds and thin walls were further deterrents for overnight guests. Perhaps the prohibition against male guests is overstated; certainly, Sutherland comments that the rule tended to be ‘honoured in the breach’. In any case, Newnham was a different world to the one Abbott had known in north London.

         
            I had led a relatively sheltered life. I was part of a working-class West Indian family who mostly, if not entirely, socialised with other working-class West Indians. My reading ranged far and wide, but my personal experience was relatively sheltered. So you go up to 41Cambridge, and Jesus Christ almighty! There’s all these posh white girls. I remember sitting in hall and hearing a girl talk about her family’s country cottage, my head nearly fell off! Most people I knew lived in a flat.19

         

         Before going to university, Abbott’s world view was shaped, in part, by the Daily Mirror, which presented Britain as ‘a wide egalitarian world where anything is possible’. The reality of Cambridge, which exposed the limits of British egalitarianism, was beyond Abbott’s experience.

         This alien world caused Abbott to retreat, at least in her first term. Her abiding memory of the early days is eating toast alone in her room in Peile Hall. Being ‘effortlessly top at Harrow’ did not prepare her for Cambridge, where she was one of many brilliant students. During the Christmas holiday of 1973–74, she seriously considered leaving, but a friend encouraged her to keep going. Having returned at the beginning of 1974, Abbott began to find her feet. Nonetheless, there were fewer opportunities for her to contribute to university life than there had been at school. During her Harrow County Girls days, she had written for the school magazine, written and starred in plays, been part of the debating society and taken every opportunity to mix with boys from the neighbouring school. Things were different at Cambridge, where in spite of their privileges, female undergraduates were at a considerable disadvantage. Judith Kampfner, a history student at Girton and friend of Abbott, recalls:

         
            There was a huge gap between the women and the men. There was a huge sense that the men, even if they came from comprehensives, were part of the inside world, and we were the outsiders. Our colleges didn’t have anything like their endowments and didn’t have anything like their facilities. As a woman who was there at the time, you had to be quite pushy. Things were stacked against you, and you had to fight.20

         

         Female students, Kampfner argues, had to work around the university and college authorities to get the best supervisors, or to get funding 42to put on plays, in a way that male students never had to. Kampfner’s recollections chime with the 1974 Alternative Prospectus, which states simply:

         
            Cambridge University is a sexist institution … Women are discriminated against when they try to get into it, and, once in, are often made to feel that they don’t really belong here but must work exceptionally hard to justify their place. The women’s colleges … [are] the poor sisters of the richer men’s colleges.’21

         

         The sexism of university life was clear from the predominance of all-male university societies, from the behaviour of members of the Pitt Club, which was notorious for hiring black female strippers, and from what Alternative Prospectus describes as the ‘male-cultural ethos of large sections of the university which thrive on the football/cricket teams, [and] drunken parties in college bars’.22 There were also obstacles to writing for at least some of the student newspapers. Kampfner remembers writing a book review for the magazine Broadsheet, only to be told ‘that I didn’t have a “male sense of humour” and therefore I was fired’.23

         Whatever the drawbacks of being at a women’s college, Abbott doesn’t regret the experience. ‘It helped to strengthen and reinforce my feminism. The thing about a women’s college is that you see women in leadership roles, in a way that I wouldn’t have seen had I gone to King’s or one of the mixed colleges.’24

         UNIVERSITY POLITICS

         Abbott did get involved in a number of initiatives during her time at Cambridge, but a great deal of the political life of the university left her cold and she tended to steer clear of student politics, which had a dual character. Traditional societies, such as the Cambridge Union Society, were male dominated and conservative. The fact that Enoch Powell was honorary president of the Cambridge University Conservative Association is an indication of the nature of at least some aspects of student politics at Cambridge. The Cambridge Union Society was 43the university’s largest political society. It hosted regular debates, and during Abbott’s time at Cambridge speakers included Edward Heath and Margaret Thatcher.

         While the Cambridge Union has never been as prestigious as its Oxford counterpart, many of the union’s presidents have gone on to have successful political careers. Former presidents include Rab Butler, Michael Howard, Ken Clarke, Leon Brittan, Baroness Hayman and Vince Cable. Abbott attended a few debates at the Union Society and spoke from the floor during the course of one of the debates in her first term. It was an unpleasant experience: ‘Everyone got quite frenzied because a black woman was speaking. I found it off-putting.’ Although she was not a regular at debates, one of her interventions made quite a stir. Abbott challenged Max Beloff, the Liberal politician and principal of the privately owned University of Buckingham. Her director of studies later cited this as an example of Abbott’s ‘assured, lively and enterprising’ approach to her studies.25 However, she rarely took part in Union Society debates. ‘You have to have quite a strong stomach for it. It’s full of people preparing to give speeches in the House of Commons and be important people in the outside world.’ Union Society debates were essentially detached from reality; the political debates were for show. ‘I observed it, but that self-important preening has never appealed to me.’26

         Away from the traditional societies, however, Cambridge was also a radical place in the early 1970s. Beginning in earnest the year before Abbott arrived at Newnham, there were protests around the Conservative government’s refusal to increase the student grant. Margaret Thatcher fought back with proposals to cut the expansion of universities, as well as to regulate and defund student unions. The early 1970s were also dominated by the fallout of a series of sit-ins demanding curriculum reform and student representation, particularly that the university recognise the newly formed Students’ Union. There was also the beginning of a rent strike movement. These issues remained unresolved when Abbott arrived at Cambridge.

         In Abbott’s first term, university politics also swung left. A student squatter’s movement took over the Owl Croft buildings, and in so 44doing saved them from demolition. Left-wing candidates won control of the Students’ Union. While the Union Society had been founded in 1815 and had a very establishment feel, the Students’ Union, which represented all students in higher education in the city, was only a couple of years old and was much more amenable to the radicalism of the early 1970s. The student magazine Stop Press, later Stop Press with Varsity, gives a flavour of early 1970s student radicalism, with opinion pieces on women’s rights, gay rights and the evils of apartheid.

         Enoch Powell’s visit to Cambridge in October 1974 reignited debate over the toleration of racist speakers on campus. In April, the National Union of Students (NUS) had agreed a motion that ‘fascist or racist’ speakers should be barred from universities by ‘whatever means are necessary’. However, the Cambridge Students’ Union had refused to implement the ban and Powell’s visit sparked protest. In response, the Conservative students decided to hold the meeting at a secret location, to avoid disruption. Speaking to Stop Press with Varsity, Archie Norman, who would later become a successful businessman and Tory MP, defended Powell’s visit on the basis that he would be talking about the common market rather than immigration, adding that ‘it is nonsense to describe Enoch Powell as a racist’.27

         There was undoubtedly some interest in race in Cambridge student politics, though it had little to do with black people who lived in Britain, generally focusing instead on opposing apartheid. Cambridge students protested over the university’s rugby team’s 1974 South Africa tour. There was also a sustained campaign to expose the university’s financial ties to South Africa. In 1974 Action for South Africa scored its first victory by forcing Churchill College to divest themselves of their shares in South African companies and to commit to making no further investments until apartheid was abolished. At the same time there were campaigns against Barclays Bank in protest at their ties to the regime. Similar protests were organised about university ties to Ian Smith’s regime in Rhodesia. Notably, there was little enthusiasm for the battle against apartheid at Abbott’s college. The Newnham College magazine reports that its students had not sent a representative to the Action for South Africa committee.45

         Students concerned with race also campaigned for Cambridge colleges to offer scholarships to black students. Notably, these were exclusively for black students who lived in Britain’s former African colonies. Four Cambridge colleges had scholarship schemes for black students from South Africa at the time Abbott arrived in Cambridge. Following pressure from the Students’ Union, similar schemes were set up in two other colleges in Abbott’s second year. The creation of scholarships for black students from South Africa and Rhodesia was less radical than it looked, however. First, as the scholarships were awarded to ‘suitably qualified students’ and black people in South Africa and Rhodesia were routinely denied a decent education, these schemes rarely led to black students attending Cambridge. Existing research indicates that no black student was awarded any of these fellowships during the 1970s.28 Second, the scholarships were conceived for students who came from and would return to Africa. This kind of arrangement was explicitly endorsed by Powell. As Powell said in his ‘Rivers of Blood’ speech, he objected to the ‘settlement’ of black and Asian people in Britain but had no objection to ‘the entry of Commonwealth citizens … for the purposes of study or of improving their qualifications’ as these students ‘are not, and never have been, immigrants’.29 The notion that a small number of black people from the Caribbean and Africa would be educated in Britain and then return to the colonies and take up positions in the colonial administration was accepted practice.

         In Abbott’s experience, there were hardly any black people at the university. In her three years at Cambridge she met one other black student, a chance meeting in the stacks at the University Library. ‘It was extraordinary, for three years at Cambridge University and you just didn’t see any black people. You certainly didn’t see any British black people; the guy I met was a postgraduate from overseas. It was an extraordinarily white environment.’30

         During Abbott’s first year, there seems to have been an increase in feminist activity on campus. The first issue of Stop Press with Varsity published during Abbott’s time at Cambridge contained a long piece, simply entitled ‘Women’, written by four female students, which dealt 46with the prejudices that young women encountered. These included the assumption that they were ‘gifted in intuitive response, fluid, irrational, imprecise in our thought’, and how female undergrads were expected to be ‘womanish coquettes’ by their male counterparts on campus. In response to the growth of the Society for the Protection of Unborn Children, the Students’ Union organised campaigns to defend abortion rights. There were protests against Roy Jenkins’s white paper ‘Equality for Women’, the precursor to the Sex Discrimination Act 1975, which contained exemptions allowing Oxford and Cambridge colleges to remain single sex. Protests took the form of street theatre, male students marching through the city dressed as women, and occupations.

         Jill Lewis’s election as president of the Cambridge Students’ Union in November 1973 was an important victory for women in the university. Lewis went on to be the first female student to speak at the university’s Senate House. The first woman to win the presidency, her time in the role was short, not least because of the abuse she received. There was also a direct-action campaign against colleges which refused to admit women. Lewis was involved in the occupation of Christ’s College. She explains:

         
            Discussions were going on in the men’s colleges about whether to admit women. The fellows of Christ’s College had this discussion, and voted not to let women in. We had a mole in the meeting, and they cited not only the classic reason that women would distract men, but that it would cost too much to fit mirrors and hairdryers in the bedrooms! … They all went that evening to Formal Hall, and we burst in and started singing songs. Judy [one of the protestors] marched up to the front to the elderly Dons and shouted at them, ‘Just because you’ve got fucking balls!’ I remember thinking, ‘Oh my God there’s no going back on this.’31

         

         Having interrupted dinner, the activists occupied the junior common room and barricaded themselves in. During the occupation the whole college was surrounded by the police. Following the occupation of 47Christ’s College, even the rumour that student activists were planning an event would bring police out onto the streets. Newnham’s students were at the forefront of women’s liberation in Cambridge. Their student magazines Next to None and Nimfo ran vociferous campaigns to persuade recalcitrant colleges to admit women and to end all-male university societies.32

         Sexism was hardwired into almost all areas of university life. Lewis explains:

         
            As a woman, you had to work bloody hard to prove yourself. There was nothing covert about the sexism of some of the academics. As an undergraduate, I had overworked dons screaming at me, ‘They should never have let women in. It’s a waste of money, in a few years’ time you’ll be slaving over a washing machine. Women can’t think!’ The fact that you were a woman was used to delegitimise you.33

         

         Early in her time at Cambridge, Abbott joined a college women’s group, but her experience was not encouraging. The group, as was common for small university societies, met in a student bedroom. Needless to say, Abbott was the only black member. Abbott attended regularly for a while, until at one meeting the group met with a working-class woman who was introduced as being ‘from the town’, a local, rather than someone involved in the university. Abbott recalls that the feminists looked at this working-class woman ‘like she was a fucking laboratory specimen’. ‘That was my second encounter with white feminism, and that was enough. My experiences with white women’s groups were not auspicious. They didn’t put me off feminism, but these weren’t a form of feminism I could relate to.’34 Though she quit the group, Abbott kept reading, and remembers Kate Millett’s Sexual Politics and Germaine Greer’s The Female Eunuch as being important in her intellectual development.

         Cambridge politics was also very insular. Student magazines devoted pages to the controversies between different campus groups and to student union elections. But they only covered the political issues 48of the day in so far as they impinged on student life, or if frontbench politicians spoke at the Union Society. To give one example, Stop Press with Varsity barely covered the Common Market referendum of 1975. Again, this did not make university politics attractive to Abbott, who was, as Sutherland recalls, ‘very alert and alive to a host of current political issues’.35

         For all of Abbott’s distaste for the preening and theatricality of the Union Society, and the privilege of middle-class campus feminism, there may have been another reason why she did not get involved in student politics. Lewis’s time as president of the Students’ Union shows just how much abuse politically active women received on campus. Four weeks after her election as president she stepped down. Looking back, Lewis recalls the abuse starting during the election campaign, when her right-wing opponents put out leaflets stating ‘VOTE FOR THE LEFT and you’ll get to FUCK JILL LEWIS’. Having been elected, her right-wing critics refused to recognise her legitimacy, insisting that she had been elected on her looks alone. Writing in Stop Press with Varsity shortly after her resignation, Lewis explained that as president her opponents dismissed her because she was a woman, ogled her because she was a woman, or patronised her because she was a woman. Even among her male allies, there were some who struggled to recognise her authority. What is more, there was constant speculation and continual enquiries, from male students and academics, about the nature of her sex life.

         While Abbott played little part in student politics, she was active within the Faculty of History. Debates in the Union Society were purely theatrical. Working within the structures of the university, by contrast, had the potential to lead to real change.

         STUDENT MEMBER OF THE BOARD

         Calls for student representation in Cambridge picked up in 1970, with a mass demonstration outside Senate House, and the beginnings of negotiations between radical students and the Vice-Chancellor Owen Chadwick. The university moved slowly. Within the history faculty, the possibility of student representation was first discussed in October 491968, but it was not until 1974, after six years of protest and negotiations, that it was agreed that three student representatives would be elected annually to the history faculty board. In January 1975, Abbott was one of the first undergraduates to confirm her intention to stand.

         Judith Kampfner, who seconded Abbott’s nomination, remembers her as ‘strong and bold, ambitious and excited by interesting ideas. She really stood out as someone who had a sense of mission, someone who was determined not to go quietly.’36 Kampfner’s experience of Cambridge was that these were the kinds of qualities that female undergraduates needed to succeed in a university which was largely run by and for men. ‘She was very aware of being in a minority, and quite vocal about it, quite angry about it, and determined to change things. I think there were two things that made her angry, the lack of representation of women of colour, and the way that women were put down.’

         On 27 January 1975, following a short campaign, Abbott topped the poll and was elected the first student member to the history faculty board – her first election victory.37 Turnout across the university was low, rarely exceeding 30 per cent, and Abbott was elected on a 15 per cent turnout. Stop Press with Varsity, which had been monitoring the elections keenly, argued that this was not to do with student apathy but could be blamed on the university authorities, which had done nothing to alert students to the process, and in some instances, had hidden ballot boxes in inaccessible locations. Abbott won her election convincingly, topping the poll with forty-five of the ninety-eight votes cast.38

         Serving as student member of the history faculty board involved none of the theatrics of union debates and none of the grassroots activism of union politics. Mark Goldie, who was elected as a student member at the same time, recalls the board meetings as extremely formal occasions. Geoffrey Elton, who was professor of modern history, dominated the board, ‘still wearing a gown for such occasions, and chain smoking’.39 Much of the work of the board was routine: lecture lists were approved, reports from the history faculty library were noted, funds were granted to buy a new photocopier and leaves 50of absence were granted to various lecturers. However, at the same time, the board took some radical steps.

         In December 1974, they took the decision to adopt anonymous marking for first year students, so neither the name nor the college of the candidate would be known to the examiner. This was one of the key demands made by feminists on campus, who believed that women were being marked down due to the prejudice of examiners. There were also steps taken to reform the curriculum and introduce a dissertation, in a course which had historically rested wholly on exams. None of these reforms were revolutionary. But they were all meaningful, and every one of them reflected the demands made by student radicals.

         The reforms were all the more significant given the nature of the board. Student radicals regarded the history faculty as one of the more conservative parts of the university. According to Alternative Prospectus, ‘Most of the professors … are reluctant to consider any reforms.’40 Goldie recalls that these reforms were won without much confrontation between the student representatives and the academics on the board.41 That said, Abbott seems to have developed a style of her own. An internal college note describes her approach to working on the board as ‘that of the ingénue, asking outrageous questions in a little-girl voice’.42 Gill Sutherland, Abbott’s director of studies, opines that Abbott learned a great deal from her time on the board: ‘Student involvement in college government gives a thorough political education, about what it is to sit on a committee, how a committee works, what are the right moments to intervene.’43 Student union documents stress the uniquely Machiavellian nature of the history dons, who brought the ‘practical lessons from lifetimes of studying doublecrossing and manoeuvre in political history’ to bear at every committee meeting. For Abbott, it was the first of innumerable occasions when she was the only black person and the only woman on a committee dominated by white men.

         Nonetheless, the early 1970s were an exciting time to be studying history at Cambridge. Abbott recalls, ‘There were a group of young guns, like Simon Schama, Roy Porter, John Brewer and Jack Pole who 51really cut a dash.’44 Pole made a big impact on Abbott. His course, entitled ‘The Idea of Equality in America 1760–1965’, began with a focus on the development of US democracy in Massachusetts, Pennsylvania and Virginia, tracing the pursuit of equality through to the Civil Rights movement and women’s movement. Schama’s lectures dealt with ‘Political Revolt and Social Disorder in Europe 1750–1848’. This too looked, at least in part, at aspirations for representative government in Europe. In that sense, the politics of representation was part of Abbott’s academic study, as well as being central to radical campus politics. In addition to learning from this new generation of scholars, Abbott’s first two years focused on British social, economic, political and constitutional history.

         The supervision system, which is unique to Oxford and Cambridge, placed a considerable burden on the students. Alternative Prospectus explained the system in the following way: ‘While one of the main faults of the course is that it provides insufficient opportunity for the student to develop his own ideas, the main fault of the teaching, paradoxically, is that it forces the student to work too much in isolation.’45 In essence, history students were given a reading list and a set of questions and were asked to produce essays for weekly supervisions. Supervisions were usually hour-long one-to-one meetings between student and supervisor, where the student would discuss their work. The key to the supervision system, as students learned quite quickly, was to secure one of the better supervisors. In theory, supervisors were allocated by each college. Nonetheless, enterprising students could work around the system, approach academics directly and organise supervisions of their own. Student representatives could also approach members of the board for supervisions. Abbott was also fortunate to have Kathleen Hughes and Gill Sutherland as her directors of studies. Both were able to secure excellent supervisors for Newnham’s history students.

         In addition to history, Abbott spent her first year learning German. She appears to have done well: Kathleen Hughes, one of her directors of studies, described her as ‘a vital sort of person, definitely intelligent. She has a vivid prose style, too wordy, but her attraction as a 52historian is that what she reads makes an imaginative impact on her.’46 Supervision reports describe her variously as ‘an intelligent girl with a talent for challenging everyone and everything in sight’, ‘able and hard-working’ and ‘perhaps inevitably, rather wary of the world; although she does have a number of passionately held views’. Abbott passed her first-year exams, known as prelims, without any difficulty.47

         Abbott’s second year was blighted by the Cambridge Rapist, who targeted halls of residence, raping six female undergraduates and assaulting several more during his six-month rampage. At the time, Newnham introduced the biggest security clampdown in its history, which made socialising difficult.

         FIRST TRIP TO JAMAICA

         During the second year’s Christmas break, Abbott made her first trip to Jamaica. The holiday was her mother’s idea, and initially Abbott was keen. ‘As it got closer, I thought, I don’t want to go on holiday with my mother, this is ridiculous.’48 The holiday also meant missing the first few days of term. Even so, Julia Abbott insisted, telling her daughter that her brothers had put the money together to buy her ticket and that the family were eager to meet her.

         On arrival in Jamaica, Abbott stayed with her uncles in Kingston. After a few days, she travelled to Smithville in Clarendon, where her parents had lived. ‘Clarendon is what unkind people call “bush”. It’s rural Jamaica, it’s not Ocho Rios, it’s not Kingston, it’s not somewhere where tourists go, it’s rural Jamaica. Very green, very lovely.’ Here, she met and charmed Dinah Dale, her grandmother, one of the highlights of her trip. Her place at Cambridge made her something of a star in the eyes of her family, but Abbott’s grandmother was particularly smitten.

         
            She thought I was charming beyond belief, and in particular she was impressed by my British accent. I was sitting on the steps, she had a little house, and I was talking to my cousin, and my grandmother was in the doorway listening to us, and she said, to herself, not to us, ‘Lord, she’s refine!’4953

         

         Her grandmother was a central part of family life, having been involved with the upbringing of most of Abbott’s maternal cousins and uncles. More than that, she had a grace and pride that Abbott took to heart.

         
            I always remember, when we came back from Smithville … my mother and I were lugging these suitcases, but my grandmother said, ‘No, no, no, no,’ and she took them and put them on top of her head. Because that’s the generation of West Indian women who carried stuff on their head, and she just looked extraordinarily graceful, extraordinarily at ease, extraordinarily proud, and that’s always been an example for me: my grandmother’s ease, grace and inner strength.

         

         FINAL YEARS

         Abbott’s second year was intellectually fruitful. A group of historians at Cambridge including Quentin Skinner, Richard Tuck, and John Dunn were doing work which would reshape the study of political thought for decades to come. Abbott worked with Tuck in her second year and Dunn in her third. One supervision report describes her as an ‘intelligent but somewhat wayward student’ who followed her own interests rather than the topics most likely to appear on the exam paper. Another notes that she was ‘particularly interested in those larger issues which seem most relevant to contemporary social and political questions’, but that this approach could lead to interesting results, as she had ‘more than once dug up out-of-the-way old books to illustrate contemporary attitudes’ and in so doing demonstrated ‘both enterprise and genuine interest’.50

         Outside of supervisions, students usually worked in one of the university’s many libraries. Lectures, according to Alternative Prospectus, were ‘generally of poor quality’ and attracted only small groups of students. The Students’ Union appears to have accepted grudgingly that ‘the excellence of the Faculty in certain fields cannot be denied’, noting that this led to ‘amazing smugness’. Although there were various shades of opinion among the history lecturers, Alternative Prospectus 54warned that anyone who was ‘left-wing or Marxist’ would have to ‘fight against the current’ of the faculty. The faculty organised very few undergraduate seminars, and as a result there was little scope for students to meet with academics to discuss ideas. The history course was also considered to be exceptionally exam-oriented, compared to other courses in the university.51

         In her final year, Abbott took Jack Pole’s special subject ‘Race Relations in the United States 1863–96’, which dealt primarily with the period of Reconstruction. ‘I took it because it was the only special subject that enabled you to look at race.’52

         Professor Robert Fogel, an economic historian based in Harvard, was another important influence in Abbott’s final year. From 1975 to 1976, Fogel held the Pitt Professorship of American History at Cambridge. The year before taking up the professorship, Fogel and Stanley L. Engerman published the groundbreaking and controversial Time on the Cross: The Economics of American Negro Slavery, which contained counterfactual projections estimating the economic consequences had slavery continued after 1865. ‘Diane’, comments Sutherland, ‘properly got very interested in this. She set up a debate between Bob Fogel and Geoffrey Elton about counterfactual history, which we housed in Newnham.’53 Elton, whom Abbott knew through the history faculty board, was a historian of the Tudor period and was known as a combative debater. Sutherland remembers that the debate ‘was attended by a vast number of students. It was a very ambitious and interesting thing to do.’54 A decade later, Fogel and Elton would describe the debate in the following way:

         
            We recall an occasion at Newnham College, Cambridge, when a vastly overcrowded lecture room, full of people come to witness a fight to the death between King Kong and the Giant Lizard, grew more and more restive as it listened to two woolly lambs peacefully lying down side by side.55

         

         During his year as Pitt Professor, Fogel was based at the ‘Pitt Palace’, an apartment on Chaucer Road, Cambridge, a twenty-minute walk 55from Newnham College. Sutherland recalls, ‘Diane got to know the Fogels very well. Bob’s wife Enid is one of the most formidable black matriarchs I have ever met. I think she was an enormously powerful and positive influence on Diane.’56 Enid Fogel was also an academic and had worked as assistant director of admissions at the University of Chicago, before moving to Harvard, where she was the dean of the university’s summer school. After her year in Cambridge, she published two books, with her husband, on economic history. Enid Fogel was the only black intellectual associated with the history faculty at the time. She and Abbott also shared an interest in the arts. The Fogels were clearly impressed by Abbott and were keen for her to take a higher degree. In the autumn of 1975, Fogel recommended Abbott to Professor Laurence Glasco at the Department of History at the University of Pittsburgh. Glasco, who was working on the history of American ethnic minority groups, was keen to put Abbott forward to the department’s selection committee. In a letter to her director of studies, Abbott claimed that Fogel and Glasco were both very excited at the prospect of her taking a higher degree in the US. However, she wrote, ‘of all the participants I am the least thrilled’. At the beginning of her third year, Abbott still wanted to keep her options open.57

         Studying with Pole and Fogel was a stimulating experience, but even so, one of the lessons she learned at Cambridge was

         
            the extent to which black people had been written out of the history of Britain. I studied in the country from the age of five to my early twenties, and I had the finest education that money could buy. But there was no sense, either when I was studying history at sixth form, or at university, of any black presence in this country or any black contribution at all.58

         

         Abbott seems to have adopted a more methodical approach to her work in her final year. One of her supervisors began the year predicting her a 2:1, noting that ‘her usual gusto and enthusiasm is being more systematically translated into hard work’ than in previous years. John Dunn, who taught Abbott on a political philosophy course was less 56impressed. According to Dunn, Abbott’s ‘grip on the subject remains a little erratic’. He concluded his final report saying, ‘I shall remember her … as the only student who has ever stamped their foot at me in the course of a supervision (and managed to do so sitting down too).’59 Another supervisor concluded her final report on Abbott with the thought that whatever else the historians at Cambridge had done for her, ‘we have given her a political education’.60

         The college May balls are one of the big events of the university year. Most colleges have a ball or an event once every two years, in early June, shortly after the exams have finished. Of the three balls that Abbott went to in her third year, one stood out.

         
            I remember going to a Cambridge May ball as an undergraduate. I was dressed up in a long evening dress and made up and bejewelled to within an inch of my life. Yet as soon as I came in through the gate someone rushed up to me and said, ‘Oh good, you must have come to do the washing up.’ He did not ask himself why I would wear an evening dress and diamante to do so. He only knew that I was a black woman and therefore must belong in the kitchen.61

         

         Abbott was coming to the end of her time at Cambridge. She had served on the history faculty board, organised a debate featuring two of the university’s most distinguished historians, and successfully passed her exams. But the experience at the May ball was telling. ‘It pricked any notion I might have had that I was really one of them.’62 Some working-class people who study at Oxford and Cambridge, Abbott opines, quickly lose their accents, adopt the clothes, habits and intellectual conservatism of their more privileged peers, and ingratiate themselves with the sons and daughters of the elite. Although the term ‘young fogey’ would not be coined until the 1980s, this kind of attitude was already emerging while Abbott was a student. Abbott never wanted to be accepted by rich young people at Cambridge, but even if she had, the fact that she was black meant that she could never be an insider.

         Abbott graduated with a 2:2 in history in June 1976. Today, Abbott 57refers to her result, ironically, as ‘the gentleman’s grade’, the grade obtained by young men who attended Cambridge for the social life, the connections and because it was part of the family tradition. Sutherland comments, ‘grade inflation being what it is, the 2:2 class has virtually disappeared. In those days it was a respectable class.’63 Abbott also took her final exams in a time before anonymous marking was introduced for second- and third-year students, so her name and college would have been clear at the top of her exams. When anonymous marking was finally introduced, the grades of female students shot up.

         Cambridge was the making of Diane Abbott in two senses. First, it was at Cambridge that she became a socialist.

         
            If you are a thinking working-class person, and you go to Cambridge and you are surrounded by white people who, left or right, have that massive sense of entitlement, it will turn you into a socialist. The contrast with my family life could not have been more drastic. With Oxbridge, you can go two ways. You can run towards it, want to be absorbed by it, or you can become a socialist, that’s my view.64

         

         Abbott’s radical orientation was clear to her supervisors, one of whom noted, at the end of her course, ‘She says she is a committed Marxist,’ adding disparagingly, ‘but had never, quite frankly, done the work to be a really sophisticated one.’65
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