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PROLOGUE





The time had come to emerge from the shadows.


Just after 10pm on the night of Wednesday 12 May, Ed Miliband left his house in Dartmouth Park to make the ten-minute drive to his childhood home in Primrose Hill, where he and his brother David had grown up, and where the latter now lived. Earlier that day, David had announced that he was standing as Labour leader; less than twenty-four hours after Gordon Brown left Downing Street for the last time. Stung in the past by criticism that he had ‘bottled out’ of challenging Brown, David was determined to be first to declare, surrounded by supportive MPs outside St Stephen’s entrance to the Houses of Parliament. For several years, David had dismayed his supporters by resisting challenging Brown. Now he was the frontrunner. He was ready. And he had to win.


Ed maintains that as he watched David’s statement on television that day, he had yet fully to make up his mind. There is evidence, however, that on the previous morning, despite widespread hope in sections of the Labour Party for a coalition with the Liberal Democrats, Ed Miliband had already decided to run should the negotiating talks fail. Either way, at some point between the Monday evening – when Gordon Brown met the Liberal Democrats’ key condition by promising to stand down as Prime Minister – and now, he had finalised the hardest decision of his life.


Only the future leader’s partner Justine was in the house to see him off. Minutes earlier, two of Ed’s closest friends, Stewart Wood and Gavin Kelly, had left the couple in peace. Kelly went home while Wood made his way to a nearby Indian restaurant, the Monsoon. He would wait there, like a crutch of support, for Ed to emerge from his nerve-wracking rendezvous with his elder brother. David’s two children were asleep upstairs when their uncle arrived at the house, but his wife, the musician Louise Shackleton, was still awake. The brothers, however, spoke alone.


Ed, then forty, says he left his brother, four years his senior, with little doubt that he planned to stand for the Labour leadership. ‘I’d rather you didn’t run,’ replied David. ‘I’d rather have a campaign where my brother was supporting me, if I’m really honest.’ But, with composure and generosity of spirit that impressed even Ed’s most loyal supporters, David added: ‘I don’t want me to be the reason you don’t stand, so I think you should do it.’


Round the corner, Wood – who had been expecting to linger over his curry for some time – was surprised to receive a text message at 10.45pm. It was Ed; he was going home and Wood should join him and Justine there. The younger brother seemed to feel the meeting had gone better than he had expected. Wood would later say that he could sense the relief in Ed’s demeanour. The deed was done.
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Or was it? The tragedy of the Miliband brothers, and the consequence of their bitter struggle for the Labour leadership during the summer of 2010, is that today the two men cannot even agree when it happened: the moment that Ed Miliband confronted his older brother David with his decision to run against him for the leadership of the Labour Party.


Indeed it is remarkable that in the face of this detailed and persuasive account of the pivotal days after Gordon Brown left the premiership, offered by Ed and his closest allies, David is emphatic: there was no meeting that week between the two brothers.


For all the bitter political and personal fallout from Ed’s decision to stand, David has in fact refuted the most damning rumours that some of his outriders have spread about his brother’s ‘betrayal’. He denies, for example, a belief widely held in Westminster that Ed rang David on the night James Purnell resigned from Brown’s Cabinet in May 2009 and assured David that if he stayed in government the leadership was his for the taking after the general election. Many David supporters believe Ed persuaded David not to challenge Brown to prevent his brother’s coronation and ensure a later contest in which he would be a candidate. Yet David does not recall such a move by Ed.


Indeed, David has told friends that he remembers a conversation at the turn of November and December 2009, when he interpreted Ed’s refusal to join a move against Brown as a possible sign of his future intention to run. Back then, of the two brothers only David had been seen as a credible alternative to Brown. He further accepts that then, and in the following months, he had the chance to ask his brother to support his own impending leadership bid, but made no such demand. He does not even deny that at some point between the end of 2009 and Ed’s declaration on Saturday 15 May, David Miliband told his younger brother that he would not ‘stand in the way’ of Ed running for the Labour leadership if he insisted on doing so. It is therefore all the more remarkable that David denies this meeting took place.


It is tempting to conclude that the truth must lie somewhere in the middle, that Ed went round to David’s house but stopped short of making it 100 per cent clear he was going to run at the end of that week. Indeed Ed himself has modified his account – from saying that he told his brother bluntly he had decided to run to saying that he told him he was ‘seriously thinking’ about a leadership bid. And having originally thought that Thursday 13 May was the evening of the encounter, Ed and his team are now clear that it was Wednesday 12 May.


And yet David is adamant that Ed did not set foot in his house at all in that critical week; that at best, Ed must have his timings mixed up. And that in any case, in their various conversations Ed was never explicit about his intentions, until he telephoned on the Friday, forty-eight hours after David’s declaration, to tell – not ask – his brother about the announcement he would be making of his own candidacy in central London the following day.


Unlike Ed, David will not put a date on when the exchange about not standing in Ed’s way took place. But he points out that from the Thursday of polling day to Saturday 8 May, he was in his constituency of South Shields. He was obviously in London on the day he declared, but friends say he would certainly have remembered if his younger brother had visited him with such deflating news the very same day. The following day he was campaigning in Worcester and it was only on the Friday, according to David, that Ed presented his fait accompli.


The exact circumstances of this exchange are important because from the point of view of Ed, confident all along that he would beat his brother, informing David was the biggest hurdle of all. For David, this was his chance to assert himself, to ask – or tell – Ed to put family loyalty before political determination. Whatever the truth, this seemingly trivial discrepancy, which in fact has its roots in an unusual sibling rivalry going back decades, is the clearest demonstration of the dysfunctional distrust and distance that now exists between the brothers. And it shows that the reverberations of Ed deciding to run against his brother continue to this day.


The fact that the Miliband brothers, and their camps, have insisted on sticking to diametrically opposing accounts points to a difficult future for the relationship at the heart of Labour’s recent history. And the competing narratives about just what happened between the two men in the days before nominations closed in May 2010 give more than a hint of the trauma that decision inflicted on both brothers, one that is still very far from being healed today, and perhaps never will be.
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Why did Ed do it? Why did this apparently kind, gentle man with strong emotional sensibilities, put politics and ambition before family and decide to stand against his own brother? Why didn’t he, say, run David’s campaign, seek to influence the leadership from within, avoiding any of the very real family fallout that was to follow? The Miliband brothers have in the past excitedly been referred to as the modern Kennedys of British politics. So why did Ed not follow the example of his hero Robert Kennedy, who proved to be his older brother Jack’s staunchest ally throughout his presidency?


Ed must have realised that Westminster, and perhaps in time the country, would be divided over the rights and wrongs of challenging his brother for the same job after years of following in his footsteps. Some of his more hard-headed supporters would dismiss any misgivings as primitive nonsense. But he must have known that there would be others who saw it as an almost biblical act of fratricide.


The story of this determined politician cannot be understood without examining the context in which he emerged from his dominant sibling’s shadow. If the brothers were close, it was not in the usual way. In the words of one rare close friend of both, they inhabited ‘different worlds’, personally – and politically.


Both had seen their father, the Marxist intellectual Ralph Miliband, as a ‘lodestar’. Both moved quickly to the centre of mainstream Labour politics. Both attended the same school, the same college at Oxford, spent formative time in America, and worked as special advisers at the heart of New Labour before entering Parliament and, eventually, the Cabinet. Yet, crucially, the brothers found themselves on the frontline on either side of the hugely damaging Blair–Brown wars that besieged the party in government. It was, in the end, the issue of Brown that divided them most. David could not bear him; Ed’s loyalty was total. And that loyalty had already caused him to choose between allegiance to Gordon Brown – which he equated with allegiance to the party itself – and loyalty to his brother, Brown’s principal rival during his premiership.
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Ed Miliband has had several moments of inner-doubt over the years: over whether Labour could fulfil his kind of political ideals, whether to quit politics for a life in the media or academia, and whether or not to challenge his brother for the leadership. Yet he has never doubted his own abilities, his own potential.


He says he told David in his house that he was going to run; David denies this. But this was just the beginning of the dramas to come. And, having crossed the psychological Rubicon, Ed was now prepared to do whatever it took to win.


The Miliband family, if not the Labour Party, would be changed forever. But there was no going back. 



















RALPH


1969–1981





‘Each of us has our own individual story,’ Ed Miliband told the Labour Party conference in Manchester on 28 September 2010, in his first speech as leader. ‘And I want to tell you about mine.’1 The story of Ed’s background and progression is a one of tragedy, resilience, opportunity, determination and ambition; it is a story of seizing victory, sometimes ruthlessly, from the jaws of defeat. To understand his political journey, his beliefs, his values and – crucially – his decision to stand against his brother David in the 2010 contest for the Labour leadership, it is necessary first fully to understand his upbringing, his family, his parents and, above all else, his father.


Adolphe Miliband – later known as Ralph – was born in Brussels on 7 January 1924, the eldest child of Polish Jewish immigrants who had left Warsaw after the First World War. His arrival was followed four years later by his sister Anna, who would eventually become known as Nan.


Ralph’s father Samuel, or Sam, had trained as a leather worker and sold high-quality leather goods from a small workshop in Brussels, but struggled to make ends meet during the Great Depression; his mother Renée, outgoing, gregarious and proudly middle class, had to travel the city selling women’s hats, a role she is said to have found ‘distasteful’2 and tried to hide from her neighbours.


It was a close-knit family, in which both children were expected to succeed. It was also unashamedly left-wing. In a series of notes for a ‘political autobiography’ that he never published, Ralph wrote: ‘My father had no strong political convictions, but was very definitely left-of-centre… The political climate in our house was generally and loosely left: it was unthinkable that a Jew, our sort of Jew, the artisan Jewish worker, self-employed, poor, Yiddish-speaking, unassimilated, non-religious, could be anything but socialistic.’


Prompted by news of the Spanish civil war in 1936, and aged just twelve, Ralph began taking a much greater interest in the world around him, in politics and political ideas. He became aware of Hitler and the rise of the Nazi Party in Germany, and noticed German refugees appearing in Brussels in the late 1930s. By the age of fifteen, he had ‘discovered’3 Karl Marx through reading a copy of the Communist Manifesto, lent to him by a close friend Maurice Tran (who would later be executed at Auschwitz for distributing Trotskyist propaganda).


On 10 May 1940, Nazi Germany launched its attack on Belgium. Sam and Renée gathered together their belongings and their two children and set out to try and catch a train to unoccupied Paris, but they were too late. Returning to their Brussels apartment, Ralph switched on the radio to discover that the Belgian army, on the verge of defeat at the hands of the invading Germans, had begun conscripting teenage boys – he was sixteen – to fight, and die. A stubborn Ralph insisted that he be allowed to try and walk to France; his panicked parents agreed that he should go but with Sam accompanying him while Renée remained behind in Brussels with 12-year-old Nan. Once they had left the city, on 16 May, Sam changed the plan and decided the two of them should head for England and not France, overruling Ralph’s protestations. They walked more than sixty miles to the port of Ostend, on the Flemish coast, where Sam managed to get them onto the last boat leaving for England. The pair landed in Dover on 19 May, as penniless refugees.


Father and son arrived in a nation at war with Hitler; it was here that the young Adolfe changed his unintentionally provocative name to Ralph on the advice of a friendly landlady. Sam and Ralph got paid jobs helping to remove furniture from bombed out houses in the Chiswick area of west London. It was to be Ralph’s first experience of the English class system. He later wrote that he ‘found out about middle-class meanness and snobbery, and kindness; and I found out about the curious combination of kindness, cunning, ignorance, feigned servility and subordination, actual contempt which this particular part of the unskilled worker class had for their masters’4. But he also found the depressing work that he did to be an ‘arduous business’, seeing himself, instead, as a ‘budding “intellectual”’5. In 1941 he applied to study at the London School of Economics, where he fell under the spell of the socialist academic and Labour Party intellectual, Harold Laski; by 1943, the professor was describing his student as ‘a grand lad – one of the best I have had in years’6.


Laski was like a father figure to him. ‘His lectures taught more, much more than political science,’ Ralph wrote in a tribute to Laski, after the latter’s death in 1950. ‘They taught a faith that ideas mattered, that knowledge was important and its pursuit exciting…’ In years to come, these were lessons that the elder Miliband would impart to his two young sons.


Infuriated both by class inequality and the rise of Nazism and fascism, the ideas that mattered to Ralph were Karl Marx’s. In the hot summer of 1940, aged sixteen, and only a few months after he arrived in London, Ralph had made a ‘private pilgrimage’ to Marx’s grave in Highgate Cemetery where he says he stood ‘in front of t he grave, fist clenched, swearing my own private oath that I would be faithful to the workers’ cause. I do not recall the exact formulation, but I have no doubt of the gist of it; and that I thought of myself as a revolutionary socialist or communist…’7


But Ralph’s Marxism didn’t, in fact, spill into Communism; he never joined the Communist Party of Great Britain and was a ferocious critic of the Soviet Union. Nor was he a Leninist, as he never accepted Lenin’s claim that violent revolution was legitimate – or, for that matter, inevitable.


But he reserved his hatred for fascism. With his mother and sister still living under German occupation, Ralph was keen to enlist and fight the Nazis. In 1943, with Laski’s help, he was allowed to join the Royal Navy. Ralph stood out from his fellow sailors – he was ‘generally the only Jew and certainly the only stateless, Belgian-born, French-speaking LSE student among the enlisted men, and the only one trying to set aside time to read Marx’s Das Kapital’. Over the course of the next three years, Ralph was involved in the D-Day landings and the fighting to recapture Crete, and was on board one of the first ships to enter the port of Athens after its liberation in October 1944.


Throughout the war, Ralph spent much time wondering whether he would see his mother and sister again. Renée and Nan, trapped in Brussels under Nazi rule, had been forced to wear the yellow star and subjected to a battery of restrictions and indignities; nonetheless, Renée would set out each morning to sell her hats in defiance of the daily curfew. Then, in 1942, mother and daughter narrowly escaped deportation to the labour camps by fleeing to a village near Mons, in the south of the country, where Renée had forged a close friendship with the Catholic farmers Maurice and Louisa Vos several years earlier. Mother and daughter hid on the Vos farm for the rest of the occupation. As Ed would later remark: ‘Month after month, year upon year, they lived in fear of the knock at the door.’8


In total, seventeen members of the Milibands’ extended family sought refuge in the village, which had become a resistance stronghold, and survived the war. But another sixty or so members of the family and close friends of Ralph were not so lucky in evading the Nazis and were killed in the Holocaust.


Once the war was over, Ralph set about trying to reunite his family in London. His own application for British citizenship, based on his naval record and support from Laski and the LSE, was granted in 1948. But Sam had been refused permission to stay on in the UK and had returned to his wife and daughter in Belgium in 1946, from where he applied nine times, between 1948 and 1954, to be made a British citizen or have a six-month visa extended. Sam said he faced ‘Nazi’ style anti-Semitism in Belgium, a claim dismissed by UK officials as ‘very thin’. A hand-written Home Office report from 8 March 1949, obtained by The Times in 2008, cast doubt on Sam’s (and Ralph’s) honesty: ‘Miliband, father and son, have so misrepresented the case in the past, I am afraid we can place no reliance on their statements.’


In the end, Laski intervened on Ralph’s behalf with the Labour Home Secretary James Chuter Ede, and asked him ‘as one socialist to another’ to grant Sam residency to show the world that the UK had more compassion than the Soviet Union. Sam’s application to stay was accepted in 1953 and he, Renée and Nan were able to naturalise the following year.


Meanwhile, Ralph had returned to the LSE where Laski helped him to secure an assistant lectureship in political science in 1949. He became a popular figure in the university, and has been described by former students as ‘inspirational’ and ‘wonderful’.9 He was a brilliant orator, despite speaking with a slight French accent that he never lost. In the words of his biographer Michael Newman, ‘His looks, his voice, his intelligence, and his vivacity combined to make him a magnetic personality.’10


Ralph’s students adored him, crowding into the lecture hall to listen to him speak with wit, energy, insight and passion – and often without any notes at all. Like his mentor Laski, his friend and former student Leo Panitch has written, ‘Ralph was, in fact, always exceedingly proud of his “Beruf ”, his vocation, as teacher’11.


It is no surprise then that many of his closest friends and admirers were former students – including the woman that he married. In September 1961, a month before the publication of his most famous book, Parliamentary Socialism, Ralph married Marion Kozak, who he had met at the LSE in the mid-1950s when she took one of his courses. Marion was twenty-six, eleven years his junior, ‘with questioning eyes and disobedient hair’12.


Born in Poland in December 1934 to a prosperous Jewish family in the south of the country, she was originally named Dobra (Yiddish for Deborah), only becoming Marion upon her arrival in the UK. The elder of two daughters, her prosperous and settled family’s life in Czestochowa in southern Poland was turned upside down with the arrival of the Nazis: she was able to escape in 1942, with her mother Bronislawa and younger sister Hadassa, ‘sheltering in a convent and then with a Catholic family that took her in’13. Meanwhile, her paternal grandparents were shot by German troops and her father David Kozak, who stayed back to be with them, is believed to have later died in Auschwitz.14


Marion Kozak arrived on British shores in 1947, unable to speak English and with very little formal schooling, having been sent by a Jewish charitable organisation that was ferrying children out of Poland. Exceptionally bright and hard-working, however, she managed to gain entrance to university at the normal age, attending classes at the LSE where she would later meet Ralph.


The two secular Jewish exiles from Eastern Europe, passionate, intelligent and left-wing, complemented one another. Marion, in fact, would become a thinker and academic in her own right. As Newman notes, ‘She was the more spontaneous, outgoing and hospitable while he was rather “private”, despite his ability as an orator and conversationalist. He was the more theoretical, but she was a formidable critic of his work and had also commented on Parliamentary Socialism before it was published.’15


Parliamentary Socialism: a Study in the Politics of Labour was Ralph’s first book and was published in 1961. It put him on the map and made him a major figure on the British left. In the previous years, and under Laski’s influence, Ralph had been drawn towards the Labour Party and, specifically, the Labour left, personified in those days by the figure of Aneurin Bevan. By the early 1950s, he had joined the local Hampstead branch of the party, allied with the ‘Bevanites’ and even spoke as a delegate at the party conference in 1955, delivering ‘an impassioned speech on nationalisation’16. But he left the party a few years later, disillusioned with the ‘revisionist’ direction that Labour was taking under Hugh Gaitskell, never to rejoin. Instead, Ralph became one of the leading British voices of the ‘New Left’, an intellectual movement consisting of those who had rejected the Labour and Communist parties and were trying to salvage Marxist, socialist tradition from Stalinism and the crimes of the Soviet Union.


Ralph’s book, Parliamentary Socialism, was a product of his disillusionment: it was a scholarly and polemical case against the Labour Party. Its opening lines sum up the book’s thesis:




Of political parties claiming socialism to be their aim, the Labour Party has always been one of the most dogmatic – not about socialism, but about the parliamentary system. Empirical and flexible about all else, its leaders have always made devotion to that system their fixed point of reference and the conditioning factor of their political behaviour.17





Ralph condemned the ‘sickness of Labourism’, his term for the party’s historic and, he believed, self-destructive attachment to the established order and the institutions of the British state – from the first-past-the-post electoral system to the idea that securing a Commons majority was the be-all-and-end-all of left-wing politics. In his friend and former student Hilary Wainwright’s words, the book argued ‘that the DNA of the British state – its deference to the financial interests of the City and to the primacy of the US in foreign policy – had become part of Labour’s DNA, too’.18


It soon became ‘widely recognised as one of the seminal texts of the British New Left’19, and was absorbed by academics and activists alike. In the words of the journalist and campaigner Paul Foot, the nephew of Michael Foot:




I don’t suppose any book made more impact on my life than Parliamentary Socialism… I read it in 1961 when I was cheerfully contemplating life as a Labour MP. It put me off that plan for ever, by exposing the awful gap between the aspirations and achievements of parliamentary socialists.20





Intriguingly, in his first edition in 1961, Ralph acknowledged that he believed there was no real alternative to the Labour Party as a party of ‘the working class’, and the book even concluded by leaving open the possibility that Labour might yet become a fully socialist party able to implement a truly radical transformation of British society and the state.


Disappointed by what he perceived to be the Wilson government’s failures between 1964 and 1970, however, Ralph became even more pessimistic about the prospect of Labour becoming a vehicle for social, and socialistic, change. In the postscript to the second edition of Parliamentary Socialism, published in 1972, Miliband called for a new ‘alternative’ to Labour, which he dismissed as ‘a party of modest social reform in a capitalist system within whose confines it is ever more firmly and by now irrevocably rooted’21.


Nonetheless, and perhaps in a twist of fate, between 1961 and 1972, Ralph had become the father of two boys, both of whose lives would become intertwined with a Labour Party that he had so thoroughly dissected and rejected.
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Edward Samuel Miliband was born at 2pm on 24 December 1969, in the maternity wing of University College Hospital in Hunter Street, London. The ‘Swinging Sixties’ – defined, politically, by the Cold War and events like the Cuban Missile Crisis, Vietnam, the Prague Spring and the 1968 student uprisings – were drawing to a close. Harold Wilson had been Prime Minister for five years but, just six months later, his Labour government would be ejected from office in a surprise defeat at the hands of Edward Heath’s Conservatives.


Baby Edward weighed 8lbs and was Ralph and Marion’s second son; David Wright Miliband (whose middle name was inspired by Ralph’s friendship with the late C. Wright Mills, the renowned and radical US sociologist) had been born four years earlier in July 1965. Ralph told a friend that the decision to have a second child was driven by the poignant belief that ‘no child should have to carry the burden of taking care of their elderly parents alone’22. In his forties when David was born, Ralph had earlier worried that he would not be able to cope with being a father and had told friends that ‘neither he nor Marion had been feeling very excited about the prospect of parenthood’23.


But, according to Ralph’s biographer Michael Newman, ‘The boys were to become precious to him and many people who found him formidable or daunting in public were amazed to witness his tenderness with his children.’24


The sons of middle-class, foreign-born leftists, living in north London, Ed and David referred to their parents by their first names, Ralph and Marion, and continue to do so today. Ed himself was called ‘Edward’ by the rest of his clan.


The family lived at 29 Edis Street, in Primrose Hill, north London, then a much less desirable area than it is now. Marion had found the house on her own in 1965, just after David’s birth, and Ralph put down an offer without even going to see it.


As Newman points out, it was Marion who made the family home an ‘open house’25 where guests from across the world would join them for dinner and debate in their basement and – during crowded parties – on their narrow staircase. And it was she who provided much of the warmth and hospitality; Ralph could often come across as a more austere figure – in public, if not in private.


‘It wasn’t a cold house,’ Ed would later remark. ‘It was warm, full of the spirit of argument and conviction… the conviction that people of courage and principle can make a huge difference to their world.’26


That Ralph was a renowned and busy intellectual and academic did not stop him bonding with his sons. ‘He was a fantastic father,’ Ed has said. ‘There were some people on the left who said that if it hadn’t been for their children they’d have completed a few more books – Ralph was never like that and would never say he was too busy for us.’27 Theirs was a ‘paradoxical’ household, says Ed,28 both normal and unusual at the same time. Despite having little interest in sport or games, Ralph would go to watch David play in goal for his school team in the pouring rain and he would spend hours playing chess and backgammon with Ed.


But he would also include his children in political debate and discussion. The family would listen religiously to BBC Radio 4’s World At One, with Ralph making pronouncements on whether Harold Wilson could have answered this or that question better or whether Denis Healey had flopped a speech or not. Ralph may have disagreed with the Labour Party and spent much of his life intellectually dissecting the so-called Labourist approach but he was totally immersed in the minutiae of party politics. ‘You couldn’t not be interested in politics in that household,’ says Panitch. ‘That’s where the boys obviously picked up their interest in Labour.’29


Visitors to Edis Street included Joe Slovo, the head of the military wing of the African National Congress, and his wife Ruth First, the anti-apartheid activist and scholar, who had been a student of Ralph’s at the LSE. In a speech at the start of his leadership campaign twenty-eight years later, Ed recalled meeting First in 1982, aged twelve, only to be told a few months later that ‘she had been assassinated by the South African secret service – blown up by a letter bomb’. Her death affected him deeply. ‘Some people will wonder about why I got to care about politics. When something like that happens, what kid wouldn’t… It teaches you at the age of twelve that some things you cannot walk away from. It teaches you that political causes matter.’30


The Miliband home became one of the best-known and best-attended London meeting places for Marxists, socialists and radicals from around the world. Regular visitors included the cultural critic Raymond Williams, the historian and writer E. P. Thompson, the author and activist Tariq Ali and the doyen of the Labour left, the then MP and ex-Cabinet minister Tony Benn. ‘Marion is a very good cook,’ says Benn. ‘We’d have a lovely meal and then we’d all sit and talk.’31


But it wasn’t just radicals and revolutionaries who were made to feel welcome at Edis Street: Ralph and Marion entertained people from across the left and centre-left. Clive Jenkins, the ‘champagne socialist’ trade union leader and friend of the tycoon Robert Maxwell, was a visitor to the house. So too was Giles Radice, one of the tribunes of Labour’s pro-European, centre-right faction. The boys were exposed to a range of arguments and political opinions from a very young age.


‘Their shared passion for politics and the unusually equal relationship between parents and children made them an extremely close family,’ writes Newman in his biography of Ralph.32 In fact, Miliband senior would encourage his sons to contribute to the highbrow intellectual and political discussions and question the views and positions of their high-profile guests, often having to jump in to defend young David or Ed’s right to speak and participate in the conversations. Ed would later recall: ‘Ralph’s respect for our point of view was unflinching.’33


Some of Ralph’s friends remember David being more voluble than Ed, with the youngest Miliband often listening intently to the contributions of his elder brother with his eyes wide open. One says: ‘Ed was shyer, less sure of himself, more introspective.’34 During the Labour leadership campaign, Ed himself encouraged the idea that he was slightly less engaged in the debates and discussions at Edis Street, telling a reporter how he had often alarmed his father by quietly sneaking off to watch Dallas, ‘my secret vice… I think [Ralph] believed I was planning a future in Big Oil’.35


But Leo Panitch, one of Ralph’s closest friends and another former student of his, who now teaches political science at York University in Toronto, disagrees: ‘I just don’t think that’s true. I remember both David and Edward, at a remarkably young age, with a good deal of confidence, engaging in discussions.’36


‘[They were] very, very fresh lively, intelligent… and I must admit Ed amazed me by being able to do the Rubik’s Cube … in one minute twenty seconds and, as I recall, just with one hand too,’ the socialist historian Robin Blackburn, an ally of Ralph’s, has said.37 ‘The boys were treated as adults and equals and with respect from a very young age,’ says Richard Kuper, a friend of Ralph and Marion’s who is now the chair of Jews for Justice for Palestinians (of which Marion is a member).38 It meant that both David and Ed matured much faster than other kids their age, and were more disciplined and driven. Ralph and Marion’s ages were also a factor, with Ralph having turned forty-six less than a fortnight after Ed was born. ‘One of the reasons David and I never rebelled is because we had older parents,’ Ed has said, remembering how his friends at secondary school had been shocked to discover that his father was in his sixties. ‘I had the oldest parents in the playground.’39


In February 1973, when Ed was just three years old, Ralph collapsed after suffering a ‘moderately severe’40 heart attack during a meeting at Leeds University, where he had moved from the LSE to become head of the politics department. Given Ralph and Marion’s declining years, Ralph’s heart problems and a turbulent family history involving death, dispossession and destruction at the hands of the Nazis, Ed grew up with a sense of his parents’ – and, in particular, his father’s – frailty and mortality.


Following Ralph’s heart attack, Marion and the kids moved north to join him in Yorkshire and give him support. They lived together in a house on Clarence Road, in Horsforth, to the north west of Leeds city centre. Ed attended Featherbank Infants School.


Ralph, meanwhile, had tried to throw himself into his work to take his mind off his newfound fears about his health and his life expectancy, but he found the administrative aspects of being the head of a department ‘boring and a waste of time’ and missed being in London. It didn’t help, either, that he considered Leeds to be an ‘absolutely awful’ town, with a ‘provincial’ atmosphere.41


In 1977, the Miliband family moved again – this time to the United States, where Ralph had arranged to spend the academic year as a visiting professor at Brandeis University, near Boston. Ralph and Marion rented a house on Franklin Street in Newton, an affluent suburb east of the city, and bought a car – and a cat. David and Edward joined local schools, where they thrived. Indeed, Ed has described his time in America as one of the happiest periods of his life; Ralph, the Marxist theoretician, would often take his two young sons to one of the icons of capitalism, McDonald’s, to eat burgers and then on to the local bowling alley – for Ed, it was a ‘big treat’.42


Ralph decided to stay on in America, part-time, but the following year, Marion and the children returned to the UK and it was not until September 1982 that Ed would return to the US. His mother had become interested in health care and childcare issues and accepted a job with the West Midlands Health Authority which required her to be away from London, and the family home, for several months. David was seventeen and could stay on his own but Ed was just twelve and ‘they felt that he needed to be with one of his parents. It was therefore decided that he should go with Ralph’.43


Ralph was delighted to have Ed around. He wrote, in a letter to Marion:




I find myself very gladly in the role of father and mother combined and spend a fair amount of time thinking about what needs to be done, and realise better how much you do and how demanding it is and how much more I should do when I am in London.44





Young Ed’s presence in Boston boosted Ralph’s spirits; he was much more positive about his teaching and his research with Ed around than when he was on his own and prone to occasional depression. Ralph was living in the home of the radical sociologist Kurt H. Wolff in Bennington Street, in Newton, where father and son would enjoy making and then eating spaghetti in cold sauce together.45


But Ed returned to London in December 1982 as Ralph began a peripatetic academic career which saw him spend the next decade teaching at Brandeis in Boston, York University in Toronto and the City University in New York. (He would not retire from teaching, and his annual trip across the Atlantic, until May 1993 – a year before his death.)


The absence of Ralph for nine months each year had an effect on a young Ed. ‘I think it was hardest for my mum but it was hard for me too,’ he admits. As a teenager, it was difficult for Ed to spend three-quarters of the year without his father. With David off at university between 1984 and 1987, Ed became ‘the man of the house’, supporting and helping his mother. ‘My dad being away, and my mum working, made me a more self-sufficient person,’ he says now.46


Ed is often asked by reporters and interviewers about his relationship with Ralph but some friends of the family have suggested that he had always been closer to his mother than his late father. Marion, a restless, curious, idealistic woman, ‘always smiling’, has been a huge influence on Ed, say both friends of Marion and friends of Ed.47


It is Marion who, after all, helped Ed to connect with the Labour Party that he would go on to lead – she, unlike her husband, had remained a party member. Ralph may have been the inspirational left-wing academic, but Marion was the inspirational left-wing activist. She saw the import and influence of social movements – especially women’s groups – early on and threw herself into campaigns, lobbies and direct action. She protested against the wars in Algeria and Vietnam, joined the Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament (CND) and became a member of the anti-war Women in Black group, founded by female Israeli peace activists in Jerusalem in 1988, in the midst of the First Intifada, and with branches around the world. Marion is believed to have participated in the group’s protests and vigils outside the offices of the Israeli airline El Al in the late 1980s.48


She was also a passionate and devoted supporter of the Miners’ Strike, taking David and Ed with her to fundraisers for striking miners. She was in constant touch with Norma Dolby, a key figure in the mining community of Arkwright in Derbyshire, and later went to stay with her and help her publish and publicise her book, Norma Dolby’s Diary: An Account of the Great Miners’ Strike, in 1987.49 Ed has described the Miners’ Strike as one of his ‘first political memories’50 – he was fourteen when it kicked off.


A close family friend recalls: ‘Ralph was a princely person, self-confident, sure of himself, with a loud voice. Marion was more impulsive and, over the years, became courageous enough to interrupt or contradict her husband. She was the driving force behind their marriage – much more down-to-earth, much better at connecting with people in an emotional, non-rational way.’51


The friend says he believes there is a similar division between the ‘princely’ and ‘confident’ David, who takes after their father, and the younger, ‘more impulsive’ and ‘emotional’ Ed, who takes after their mother. Ed himself has never hidden the close relationship he has always enjoyed with his mother: ‘I know nobody more generous, nobody more kind, nobody more loving… than my Mum.’52


Such a distinction has merit but perhaps can be overstated. Overall, the mood in the house was rational and analytical. Take the family’s attitude to faith. Ralph had ceased believing in God as a child – perhaps as early as the age of ten – and was an atheist for the rest of his life; so too was Marion. But they were also consciously and culturally Jewish and had been the victims of vicious anti-Semitism in Belgium and Poland, prompting their flight to the UK. It is worth noting that the first political organisation Ralph joined, as a 15-year-old, was the left-wing Zionist group, the Hashomer Hazair. Later in life, he distinguished between a ‘low level kind of Jewish identity’ – relating to birth, family background and culture – and the idea of a tribal bond ‘with Jews as Jews’, favouring the former over the latter. He himself never denied being Jewish – a ‘non-Jewish Jew’ – and liked speaking Yiddish. As Newman points out, ‘it was not pure coincidence that Marion and so many of his closest friends, such as Marcel Liebman, Harry Magdoff and later Leo Panitch, were Jewish’.53


Despite sharing his parents’ atheism, which he says he did not inherit from them, Ed was also aware of his Jewish roots from a very early age. As children, both David and Ed accompanied their mother to Israel to visit their maternal grandmother, Bronislawa, who had settled there. Ed also went to friends’ Passover dinners when he lived briefly in America. But there were moments of confusion: when he was seven years old, and a pupil at elementary school in Newton, Massachusetts, Ed was asked by his American teacher if he was an Episcopalian. Hesitating, and unsure of the distinction, he told her that he was, only to return home and recount the incident to Marion who threw her hands up in the air and told him: ‘No! We’re Jewish.’54


Both Miliband brothers would grow up to be proud atheists, with Ed telling a journalist after his victory in the Labour leadership election: ‘I don’t believe in God personally, but I have great respect for those people who do.’55 As for his Jewish identity, he has said that he feels Jewish ‘because it’s an important part of my heritage, but my parents were not religious and neither am I’.56


Ed is keen to tell friends and colleagues that his parents never told him what to believe or how to think, but that they did instruct him in the importance of having strong beliefs and thinking critically. This wasn’t just a result of passively observing the meetings and discussions with Tariq Ali, Tony Benn and the rest; Ed’s whole childhood was one long and intense lesson on the meaning of politics, the left and the Labour Party.


In one particularly revealing letter to Ed in November 1981 on the latest developments affecting the Labour left, Ralph wrote: ‘If anyone else read this and did not know the way we talk, you talk; they would think I was crazy to be writing this to a twelve year old boy: but I know better, and find it very nice.’57


When it came to Labour, Ralph was the odd one out in his family. Both David and Ed had joined the party as teenagers and Marion had been a long-standing member of the local Labour Party branch in Camden. Nonetheless, the author of Parliamentary Socialism was not averse to delivering leaflets for Labour during election campaigns – perhaps out of solidarity with the Labour left or driven by despair over Margaret Thatcher and the Tories. Aged thirteen, Ed remembers accompanying his father as the latter campaigned for the local Labour Party ahead of the 1983 general election.58


The 1980s, in fact, was a decade in which Ralph tried to reengage with the Labour Party through his friendship and collaboration with Tony Benn, who he considered to be ‘a great resource for the [Labour] movement’59 and a potential leader of a left-wing Labour Party open to socialist ideas and thinking. He saw his own role in helping prepare a practical, socialist programme of political and economic policies for the Bennites should they assume control of the Labour Party. He therefore pushed for the creation of the Independent Left Corresponding Society (ILCS) which met on Sunday evenings at Benn’s house in Holland Park, and included Wainwright, Blackburn, the New Left Review editor, Perry Anderson; the economist Andrew Glyn; and other left-wing Labour MPs, including Jeremy Corbyn. But Bennism would fizzle out in the late 1980s, despite the Chesterfield conferences that Ralph helped to organise in Benn’s constituency, and at which he spoke with his customary vigour and passion. Once again, the elder Miliband was left disillusioned by the Labour Party and, in particular, the failure of the Labour left to prevent a right-wing ‘modernising drift’: ‘Miliband the pessimistic analyst proved more astute than Miliband the hopeful activist.’60


Ed, as we shall see, would part company from Ralph’s Marxist analysis, and his dismissal of the Labour Party, in his teens. But he has never tried to distance himself from the values and principles – chief among them, the pursuit of equality and social justice – that he imbibed around the family dinner table in the basement of 29 Edis Street. Nor, for that matter, did his father (or mother) ever expect their young sons to fall into line, politically, socially or theologically. Asked during the Labour leadership campaign, what role Ralph had played in influencing his political career and his decision to stand, Ed replied: ‘I’m doing it because of him but I’m not doing it for him.’61


His upbringing was stable and secure, happy and comfortable. But, despite the references to Dallas, bowling and backgammon that tend to feature in the various newspaper and magazine descriptions of Ed’s childhood, it was far from a ‘normal’ household. Few party leaders in British political history, Labour or otherwise, were the offspring of Jewish refugees who had fled from the Nazis to resettle in the UK and start a new life in north London; few party leaders grew up in the home of ‘the leading Marxist political scientist in the English-speaking world’, as one tribute to Ralph described him after his death in 1994.62 It was a home where the children were exposed at an early age to the value of ideas and the importance of politics as a force for change. When Ed says today he believes politics matters, he means it.


So it is difficult to overstate the importance of his family background when evaluating his life – and his career. As Ed himself confessed in his conference speech in Manchester, upon becoming Labour leader in September 2010, his belief in freedom and opportunity, in standing up to injustice and leaving behind a better world, ‘is not something I chose. It’s not something I learned from books, even from my Dad’s books. It was something I was born into.’63
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HAVERSTOCK


1981–1989





Haverstock School is situated in the heart of Camden, one of the most exclusive areas in London. A five-minute walk from Camden Market and the Roundhouse theatre, the comprehensive is also a stone’s throw from Primrose Hill, the highly desirable – and beautiful – north London area where the Milibands grew up and went to primary school. Yet like all pockets of the capital, the London Borough of Camden is mixed, with a startling combination of rich and poor living side by side.


Though Haverstock School now has the highest Ofsted rating of any state school in the borough, only 38 per cent of its 1,250 pupils gain as many as five GCSEs with a grade C or above. And despite a £21 million refurbishment in 2006 when, under Labour, Haverstock became the first state school to benefit from the private finance initiative (PFI), the current headmaster, John Dowd, admits it is ‘struggling to attract middle-class’ parents and pupils.1 The former cramped Victorian buildings have been replaced with modern glass blocks, but the school remains unchanged in its cross-section of pupils from very different social and ethnic backgrounds. In addition to David and Ed Miliband, its alumni include the footballers John Barnes and Joe Cole, the former Labour MP Oona King, the journalist and author Zoë Heller, and most recently the pop stars Fazer and Dappy from N-Dubz.


Nikki Haydon, who was head of English when the Milibands attended the school in the late 1970s and early 1980s, recalls that Haverstock had a large and distinct ‘middle-class contingency’ – far more so than today – including the children of people working in the media and politics. Haydon, who still works at Haverstock, also confirms that the school was even more multicultural then than it is now.2 Ed often recalls this diversity with affection, even suggesting that it helped him develop his ability to connect with people of different cultures and persuasions. ‘Haverstock was a school with more than sixty nationalities and people from all classes and backgrounds,’ he has said. ‘It gave me a fantastic education – not just in how to pass exams but also how to mix and make friends with people from all walks of life.’ He has also applauded the quality of its teaching, saying, ‘I was fortunate to be taught by some inspiring teachers, including in subjects where I was not naturally gifted: how else to explain being able to pass A-level physics, which I certainly wouldn’t be able to do now?’3


Oona King, the former Labour MP, was in a class two years below David and two years above Ed. She agrees that Ed’s ability to communicate with people owes much to Haverstock: ‘If you were middle class, you had to learn pretty quickly how to be at ease with a wide range of people, because you wouldn’t last very long otherwise.’4 As Heller, a contemporary of David Miliband, has said: ‘People who have been through the system know a bit more about the society they live in than those who have not.’5


Both brothers enjoyed their time at the school. David Miliband attended the school from 1978 to 1983, upon the family’s return from Leeds, and obviously felt as indebted towards it as Ed. In January 2011, in one of his first announcements about his future, after losing the Labour leadership contest, David said that he would be returning to Haverstock to teach politics for a few hours each week.


Vivian Jacobs, who taught a number of subjects at the school when the Milibands were there, remembers them as ‘lovely boys, great boys’ and was aware of who their father was.6


Just as it struck their teachers at the time that the boys stood out as special, so it struck those who knew them later in life that they had been ‘very well brought up by their parents’, in the words of Andrew Turnbull, former head of the civil service and Cabinet Secretary between 2002 and 2006.7 But were differences between the two brothers apparent even then? At least one teacher has commented that Ed was ‘more outgoing’8. Both, however, appear to have been considered ‘geeks’. Oscar Gregan, who taught mathematics at Haverstock, has said: ‘When I joined in 1979 I remember meeting this tiny little kid called David. I heard his surname and I wondered if he had anything to do with the famous Ralph Miliband. I had met Ralph and his wife … and realised I was teaching their sons. David was not a natural, geeky mathematician – Ed was more like that – but he was a lively, active student who developed a good mastery of maths. He was articulate and had a strong presence. He showed brilliant attention to detail, and a great sense of tenacity.’ Haydon has joked about one claim put about by friends of Zoë Heller. ‘I wasn’t the teacher who wrote on one of David’s essays, “Very good, but if you want to see how it should be done, take a look at Zoë’s,”’ she has said. ‘I remember them as really nice kids… I guess David was the more bookish and Ed the more outgoing.’9


Others also remember David as the more studious of the two, and Jacobs, who kept in touch with him, recalls visiting David at Corpus Christi a few years later and finding him hard at work in his ‘freezing cold’ room with the window wide open and papers everywhere.10


The age gap – of four and a half years – meant that the two brothers, as children and teenagers, did not spend much time together at school or at home. ‘I definitely looked up to him,’ says Ed now, ‘but he had different friends from me.’11


Though Ed admits to not thriving at physical education, he had already developed a strong interest in sport. Ed recalls arguing with his father over whether or not he could watch the world snooker final rather than do his art homework, and remembers going to watch Geoff Boycott play in his last innings at the Lords after completing his final O-level exam. At home, Ed loved playing computer games like Manic Miner, on his ZX81 home computer, when he was not studying.12


According to Rik Henderson, a fellow student: ‘Ed used to hang around with a group of kids who were not the hardest kids but not the softest either. He used to make people laugh and kept out of trouble. He was sensible and while everyone was messing about at the back of class he used to sit at the front and listen to the teacher.’13


Another contemporary, Andy Adebowale, has said: ‘Ed used to hang around with the geek crowd.’ But he added: ‘I remember David was not meek. He was quite a strong personality and Ed was the same. They could use their language skills as a shield against the bullies. It was the kids who were isolated who got bullied.’14


Says King: ‘You needed a strong personality to thrive. I got beaten up by one girl for not saying “Please”. That’s what the playground was like: fight, fight, fight.’ King says she ‘laughs almost hysterically’ when she hears the school being dubbed ‘Labour’s Eton’, as it has been in the press. She describes it as a ‘rough’ school, emphasising that a large proportion of the children were from deprived backgrounds or broken homes, and revealing that one of her contemporaries was later jailed for murder.15


Whether the school can really be labelled ‘rough’ by the standards of London state schools, however, is debatable and contested by those who worked there. Ed Miliband himself has described it as ‘tough’ and has admitted to the occasional fight in the playground. One was described by a contemporary of Ed called Kevin Mustafa who, in a colourful account in the Mail on Sunday in February 2011, claimed that the future Labour leader had called him a ‘Turkish bastard’. He has said that, ‘School was about looking after yourself despite being weedy. You would have to take care not to get beaten up in the classroom.’


In the same Mail on Sunday report, contemporaries of Ed backed the idea of Haverstock as a tough school. Socratis Socratous, who studied A-level maths with Ed in the sixth form, said: ‘Everybody would have been hit at school at some point. I used to have to walk around with my dinner money in my socks.’ But he added: ‘Both Ed and David were genuinely really good guys and were ultra-intelligent. If it were not for Ed I would not have passed my maths A-level. The teacher was crap. Ed used to give me his homework. From copying his homework I learned the process and passed my exams.’16 Ed himself remembers enjoying maths, and still speaks highly of his maths teacher at the time, Steve Carlsson.17


Haydon insists that while there was some feuding between local comprehensive schools, Haverstock was relatively tame. ‘We have always been concerned about making sure the students are safe. I would never say the school was an unsafe place. I wouldn’t say it was ever any worse than other local schools.’ She adds that, for middle-class parents in Islington, Haverstock was ‘certainly the school that parents wanted to send their kids to’.18 And – crucially – it was the school and not just the middle-class nature of pupils like the Miliband boys that aided their subsequent aspirations. ‘We had some amazing teachers,’ says King. ‘And the school definitely contributed to our success.’19


As King explains, there were important lessons to be drawn over the decisively mixed make-up of the school. ‘There were a lot of people from extremely deprived backgrounds that were at Haverstock. And I think to an extent it affected all of us who went there, the same in some ways for those of us who were on the left, we got to know these kids pretty well and it was clear those who were very intelligent. But no matter how intelligent they were, they didn’t have a prayer of getting further than Budgens checkout.’ Indeed, King goes even further, crediting the school with creating MPs out of herself, and Ed Miliband.




I think Ed could see that Haverstock had virtues and he will probably know, like me, that the only reason we could become MPs and represent the constituencies that we, in my case did and in his case does, is because we went to Haverstock. I couldn’t possibly have known how to interact with white, working class East-enders from Bethnal Green if I hadn’t gone to Haverstock. There’s just no way I could’ve done that and I know that Ed recognises that having gone to Haverstock gave us the necessary life skills along with an adequate level of academic achievement.20





The current headmaster, Dowd, says that aspiration is crucial to Haverstock’s ethos. ‘The key message we want to get across to our students is that they can achieve,’ he has said:




Nothing need be out of reach if you are prepared to work hard. And yes, it is harder to persuade pupils they can make a career in politics in a school where there are fewer middle-class children with parents encouraging them in that direction. But it is possible. One of our recent old boys is now a paid worker for the Labour Party in the south west. What makes all the difference is people such as Ed, David and Oona coming back here to engage with the students and to show them politics does make a difference.21





Overall, Ed was clearly at ease in the school, albeit happiest among the ‘middle-class contingent’. He may have been bullied, as he confessed to a Treasury colleague two decades later but he certainly did not retreat into introspection. Indeed, Ed found time outside the classroom to make his debut in the media. As a teenager he appeared every fortnight for about three years as an unpaid ‘Three O’Clock Reviewer’ on LBC radio’s Young London programme. Aired on Sunday afternoons, the programme discussed music, films and plays. The show’s presenter, Clive Bull, remembers that Ed was ‘really good at it, because normally teenagers have nothing to say. He was a dream, in that sense. He was up for it and always had something to say’. Not all the subject areas came naturally to young Ed, however. ‘I think he was less able to comment on the new releases,’ remembers Bull. ‘But the truth is that none of the kids had something to say about the new releases – what can you say unless you’re a real music fan? The bigger thing we talked about is what they went out to see. A film with a thought-provoking scene or a play at the National.’ In style, Bull describes Ed as ‘a radio producer’s dream’: calm and friendly. ‘With a microphone on, he was definitely able to talk and very opinionated.’


Clearly, Ralph and Marion approved. ‘I remember ringing him up during the week we were producing the programme and his parents would answer the phone and they were quite up for it. We had to ask his parents each time.’ Bull does concede that ‘people might have thought he was a little bit geeky at the time’.22 It is a view reinforced by journalist Vincent Graff, who was a fellow reviewer. He recalls that Ed was ‘very nasal, very serious, very focused, quite humourless and quite dull… There was never any laughter in the green room; it was almost like he was doing a job.’23 Later, however, Ed would laughingly tell friends at Oxford that he could scarcely believe he had done the show, because ‘I know nothing about music’.24


Instead, Ed Miliband may have been more at home working for Tony Benn, which Benn’s friend Ralph arranged for him to do in the summer of 1985, just after completing his O-levels at Haverstock. ‘Very helpful,’ wrote Benn in his diaries. ‘He has just taken his O-levels and is at a loose end.’25


Benn, a hero-figure on the left, took a number of young people under his wing. His interns were charmingly nicknamed ‘The teabags’, which stood for The Eminent Association of Benn Archive Graduates. The keen students – including Simon Fletcher, later Ken Livingstone’s right-hand man, and Andrew Hood, who would go on to work for Robin Cook – formed a club, with its own headed note paper. Their task was to help at the Benn home in Holland Park, sorting through the vast collection of cuttings and archives that would make up the famous Benn diaries. Today, Benn remembers the boy Ed Miliband as down-to-earth, ‘not at all grandiose’ and not opposed to performing menial tasks. ‘I just remember I liked the lad. He was very helpful, thoughtful, decent and I just liked him.’26


His assistant Ruth Winstone remembers how modest the young Ed was. He received his O-level grades while working for Benn in his basement office but wouldn’t tell him or Winstone what grades he had received. ‘I said to him, “I bet you got all A grades,” and he smiled. So he obviously did.’27


Ed got eight A grades at O-level and two As and two Bs at A-level (beating David’s three Bs and a D). At the end of his Haverstock years, Ed Miliband had experienced a fine education in a mixed school with students from different socio-economic and ethnic groups, and tasted politics as well as the media. By the time Ed was ready to follow in his brother’s footsteps not just to the same university – Oxford – but even to the same college – Corpus Christi – he had developed two crucial skills that he would depend upon in later life: how to relate to and communicate with people from different backgrounds.




[image: ]





Ed didn’t go straight from Haverstock to university – he took a gap year and headed for the United States.


Between September 1988 and September 1989, Ed and his mother Marion joined his father in New York, where Ralph had moved in order to take up a new teaching post at City University (CUNY). David was in Boston, doing a postgraduate degree at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology.


The family lived on the Upper West Side of Manhattan and Ed secured an internship at the The MacNeil-Lehrer Newshour, the award-winning nightly newscast on the US public broadcasting television network, PBS. On his haphazard first day at PBS, Ed remembers being put in charge of the switchboard. ‘I was sure I was going to be sacked: I was manning the phones but I kept cutting everyone off. By the end of the day, and with just half an hour until the show was on air, people were having to walk across the hall to talk to each other because there was this guy with a funny English accent on the phone who was cutting everybody off as he tried to put them through to each other.’28


His next New York internship was with the Nation, the oldest continuously published weekly magazine in the United States and the self-proclaimed ‘flagship of the left’. Ed was paid $50 a week and, like the rest of the interns, helped fact-check the columns and features in the magazine each week. He worked closely with Andrew Kopkind, the renowned and radical journalist and commentator and a former student of Ralph’s at the LSE, who would invite the young student interns from the Nation to his ninety-acre farm in southern Vermont ‘for a weekend of planting, eating, and intense political discussion’.


‘My recollection of Miliband is of a dark, intense young man of obvious intelligence who wore lightly whatever baggage came with being the son of a famous man,’ wrote Don Guttenplan, who is now the Nation’s London bureau chief, in 2007, and first came across Ed at Kopkind’s kitchen table in 1989.29


Guttenplan and his Nation colleagues remember Ed – or ‘Eddie’30 as they knew him – fondly. He was friendly, hard-working, and precocious. As the Nation’s copy editor Judith Long would later recall: ‘Eddie charmed everyone in the office with his English manners, his modest mien and his boyish pink cheeks.’31


For Ed, aged just nineteen, living and working in New York was an eye-opening experience. ‘It seemed like the centre of the world,’ he later told a friend.32 The ongoing battles for the soul of the Labour Party back in Britain suddenly seemed so parochial. The teenager threw himself into the various discussions dominating the Nation’s office – about the Soviet war in Afghanistan, the Contra rebels in Nicaragua and George Bush Senior’s election as President (in November 1988).


By the time Ed returned to the UK in the autumn of 1989, his experiences richer and more rounded than many of his contemporaries, he was ready to make the most of the challenge of Oxford.
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