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         “A biography brimming with colour and insight that brings both the character of the man and his many achievements vividly to life.”

         – Andrew Rawnsley, The Observer

         “Andrew Adonis writes rivetingly.”

         – Alan Johnson, The Spectator

         “As a reintroduction to a forgotten giant this is a fine work … Someone should definitely slip a copy of this book into Keir Starmer’s backpack.”

         – Robert Shrimsley, Financial Times

         “Adonis brilliantly captures Bevin’s creative genius, propagandist skill and sheer chutzpah.”

         – John Bercow, New European

         “Andrew Adonis has done us a great service with this biography, introducing a new generation to one of the most extraordinary lives of the twentieth century and one whose legacy lives on to this day. It is not a hagiography, however – the judgments are balanced and well sourced.”

         – Chris Mullin, Prospect Magazine

         “Bevin’s extraordinary origins and path to politics are captured beautifully in Adonis’s account.”

         – Stewart Wood, The Oldie

         “Compelling.”

         – Nick Timothy, Sunday Telegraph

         “It does a superb job in reintroducing a giant from Labour’s past.”

         – T. G. Otte, TLS

         “Superb and highly readable.”

         – Leo McKinstry, Daily Express

         “An excellent book which rescues Bevin from ‘the condescension of posterity’, capturing an extraordinary political figure.”

         – Gordon Brown

         “A gripping, crisp and detailed account of the huge contribution made by one of twentieth-century Britain’s most important figures.”

         – Matthew Parris

         “A fascinating book.”

         – Jeremy Hunt

         “Far more people, in my experience, have heard of Bevan than Bevin. Luckily, with this timely biography, Andrew Adonis restores Bevin to his rightful place as not only a Labour Party legend but a giant of twentieth-century history. In this brilliant and most entertaining portrait, Adonis demonstrates the qualities of historian and experienced politician that have made him one of the most quotable commentators of the day.”

         – William Keegan, The Observer
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        In memory of Roy Jenkins:

friend, mentor, inspiration,

for whom Bevin was one of the greatest.
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        ‘A working-class John Bull.’
      

            Sir Winston Churchill

            
        ‘He could neither read, write nor speak, and he did all three triumphantly.’
      

            Anon.

            
        ‘Ernest Bevin was not a working man who became a statesman. He remained a working man who added statesmanship. In this he was the first of his kind.’
      

            News Chronicle

            
        ‘I like to build, brothers.’
      

            Bevin to his union delegates

            
        ‘They say Gladstone was at the Treasury from 1860 to 1930. I’m going to be Minister of Labour from 1940 to 1990.’
      

            Bevin in Churchill’s War Cabinet

            
        ‘When you strip all these things down which produce political ideologies and get down to the masses, what do they want? They want to live! They want to be free, to have social justice, to have individual security, to be able to go home, turn the key in the lock and not be troubled by a secret police. Why not let them live? Why set them at each other’s throats? That is the basis of my approach to the problems of a war-scarred Europe and world.’
      

            Bevin as Foreign Secretary
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            PREFACE TO THE PAPERBACK EDITION

         

         My great discovery since publishing Ernest Bevin a year ago is the likely identity of Ernie’s father – William Pearse, an unemployed butcher from Winsford in Somerset. Pearse was probably also the father of Ernie’s next two older brothers, from a fairly stable but moderately disreputable – for the Victorian age – relationship with Ernie’s mother, Mercy, which broke up at some point after his birth in March 1881. Therein lies the biggest missing piece in the jigsaw of his extraordinary life.

         The story of William Pearse and Mercy Bevin, told in a now updated Chapter 1, is also a fascinating new sidelight on the social and psychological roots of ‘Labour’s Churchill’. Ernie Bevin was self-made but not from absolutely nothing, as is often asserted. His likely father inherited a cottage and possessed a modest secure income. This complements my description of Ernie’s education, also in Chapter 1, which establishes that it was more substantial than previously suggested. Ernie was born just after the implementation of Gladstone’s 1870 Education Act, which provided for nationwide primary education; and once he had moved to Bristol as a teenager, he was one of the first to join the Workers’ Educational Association and university extension classes as a trade unionist. The luminaries of the chapel and the dockers’ union were pretty good educators too.

         In both his family and his education, Ernie wasn’t simply the ‘turn-up in a million’ that he liked to boast. He reflected his society as much as he shaped it.

         There is nothing else substantial I wish to change in this edition. A few reviewers took issue with Bevin as ‘Labour’s Churchill’, but they couldn’t agree on whether this overstated, understated or simply mis-stated his character in the run-up to the Second World War and as Churchill’s and then Attlee’s right-hand man in the two great governments of the 1940s. I stand by the title. It is justified not only by his massivity, physical and political, but equally by his relentless anti-appeasement in relation to both Hitler and Stalin, and by his ardent Europeanism and imperialism, particularly as Foreign Secretary for the critical six years after 1945.

         With each passing year, Bevin’s work in creating the Federal Republic of Germany and the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO) stands out as a triumph of statecraft, promoting democracy, stability and peace in Europe and beyond. And so too the irony that the democratic Germany he helped create has become the motor and sheet anchor of a European Union whose tentative foundation in 1951 – as the European Coal and Steel Community – he kept Britain out of as one of his last acts, largely because, as a pragmatic idealist, he thought at the time it was pie in the sky. Some pie. Some sky.

         I stand by the view that Bevin was the greatest Foreign Secretary and the greatest trade union leader in British history, and that these roles were uniquely complementary in the hands of a leader of such creative and humane impulses. The passage of another year since Ernest Bevin’s original publication – the year of Covid-19, as lethal in its threats and alarms as any twelve months in the 1940s – makes me yearn still more for leaders of Bevin’s talents, so passionate about a better world at home and abroad and so capable and resourceful in making it happen.

         
             

         

         Andrew Adonis

         Westminster

         9 March 2021, Ernest Bevin’s 140th birthday
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xi
            INTRODUCTION

         

         Ernest Bevin was one of the greatest and most inspirational leaders of the twentieth century. He was Labour’s Churchill.

         As Foreign Secretary in Attlee’s post-war government (1945–51), Bevin was largely responsible for keeping communism and Stalin out of Western Europe. He took the lead in creating West Germany, NATO and the transatlantic alliance, all of which underpin European democracy and security to this day. As Minister of Labour during the Second World War (1940–45), he was at Churchill’s right hand, masterminding the home front while Churchill commanded the battle front. In the process, and by design, he brought the labour movement into government and put industrial partnership and Keynesian collectivist ideas and institutions at the heart of the British state until they collapsed in the era of Margaret Thatcher. As leader of the Transport and General Workers’ Union (1922–45), he created the free world’s then biggest and most formidable trade union.

         It was three decades of almost unparalleled productivity and constructive achievement.

         To my surprise, after living with him for a year, I have come to see xii Bevin’s greatest interlocutor not as Churchill but Stalin. Bevin got the full horrific measure of the brutal Soviet megalomaniac better than any other leader of his generation and did more to defeat him than anyone else in the seminal six years after 1945. For the future of Europe and Western civilisation, these six years were as crucial as the previous six, which saw Churchill lead the defeat of Hitler and Nazism.

         Bevin stood up to Stalin and largely outmanoeuvred him in Western Europe. He painted and partly achieved a vision of a far better, fairer democratic society that refuted the cruelty and abominations of communism and the Stalinist war of all against all. This is the biggest story in the following pages.

         At home, Bevin did more than anyone in British history to turn the working class into a political force and Labour into a governing party. By doing so, he transformed the lives of working people. He was decisive in ensuring that the post-Second World War era was one of social progress and international security, in stark contrast to that which followed the First World War when Britain and Western Europe went sharply backwards. He had been a trade union leader in the thick of it after 1918 and he showed that he had learned the lessons well after 1945.

         To understand modern Britain, warts and all, you need to understand Ernest Bevin. That’s what this book seeks to do. He is fascinating as an extraordinary human being, rising from extreme poverty and disadvantage to become an international leader of unique charisma and authenticity, larger than life and full of contradictions, these latter characteristics also putting him in the Churchillian league.

         Churchill, Attlee, Truman, Keynes and Marshall were among the partners with whom Bevin shaped the second half of the twentieth xiii century. Indispensable to these partnerships were his extraordinary leadership, ideas, pragmatism and staying power. Serving in high executive office for nearly thirty continuous years, his career at the top of twentieth-century British public life was of a duration matched only by Churchill, Lloyd George and Harold Wilson.

         Just as Bevin’s successes shaped post-war Britain and the West, so did his failures. He was an unreconstructed imperialist, which made him all too literally Labour’s Churchill. The disastrous postwar handling of Israel/Palestine and the failure to take seriously the initiation by France and Germany of the European Union were rooted in his imperialism, casting shadows that loom large in the twenty-first century, particularly over Brexit.

         Living with Bevin for a year, I am seized by his ambivalence. He was a committed democrat yet a tough authoritarian; a socialist yet an imperialist; a fervent patriot as well as an ardent internationalist; a trade union leader and working-class icon who became thoroughly middle class, even pan class. By the 1930s there was no cloth cap but instead a bowler hat, cigars, well-cut suits and an art deco apartment in Kensington. During the war he even joined the Garrick Club. Yet, to the end, he was unseduced by money and status. The Garrick membership was mostly to hob-nob with actor managers from the world of entertainment like J. Arthur Rank, Basil Dean and Seymour Hicks, pan-class impresarios like himself, who became his friends and even family connections.

         Bevin has receded in public consciousness, which is another reason for writing this book. His surname is routinely mixed up with Bevan, whom he called his ‘namesake’. Wikipedia even notes under ‘Ernest Bevin’, ‘Not to be confused with Aneurin Bevan.’ Yet whereas Bevan has become a Labour household god for founding xiv the National Health Service (‘the closest thing the English people have to a religion’),1 Bevin went out of fashion as just a man of power. ‘Nye’ Bevan was a romantic, mythologised by Michael Foot, while Bevin was a pragmatist whose admirers wrote no hagiography. In fact, ‘Ernie’ Bevin had social democratic principles and passions every bit as profound as Bevan’s, and without Nye and Ernie together, we would not today celebrate the Attlee government.

         Bevin was first and foremost a working-class trade union leader. This too cast him in the shade after his death, as a breed apart from many literary and political people, including the increasingly large proportion of middle-class Labour politicians. Meanwhile the trade unions themselves, too often unpragmatically led in the decades since Bevin, allowed his legacy to wither. Bevin would probably have been aghast that the most recent leader of his own union, incongruously renamed ‘Unite’, is Len McCluskey, patron of Jeremy Corbyn, the most unsuccessful Labour leader since George Lansbury, whom Bevin ousted in the dramatic Labour Party conference of 1935 before he had even fought an election. Lansbury’s replacement was Clement Attlee, sustained and partnered as Labour leader by Bevin for the next sixteen years, eleven of them in the two most transformational governments in modern British history between 1940 and 1951.

         ‘My relationship with Ernest Bevin was the deepest of my political life,’ Attlee said in retirement. ‘Ernest looked, and indeed was, the embodiment of common sense. Yet I have never met a man in politics with as much imagination as he had, with the exception of Winston.’2 Attlee saw in Bevin a constant quest for action, not the fatalism of inaction, in the face of social and economic crisis. This impregnable Attlee–Bevin partnership underpinned the extraordinary strength and success of both the Churchill and the Attlee xv governments of the 1940s. It was in some ways the golden age of the British state.

         In an arresting assessment of Bevin a few months after his death, Attlee’s alter ego and adviser Francis Williams wrote of him thus as leader of the Transport and General Workers’ Union in the turbulent aftermath of the 1917 Russian Revolution and the First World War:

         
            There is no doubt that he appeared to many at this time the most likely leader of the British working-class revolution which they hoped – or feared – would follow in due course on the heels of the Russian revolution – and not too far behind it…

            I have sometimes thought that if it were possible … to conceive of Bevin’s becoming a member of the British Communist Party in the militant years of 1919 and 1920, as some others of a like background did, then it might have been British Communism would have found its Stalin. There are indeed curious similarities between some – although only some – aspects of what we know of Stalin’s character and Bevin’s which perhaps go to explain their very different pre-eminence as working-class leaders in this age. Bevin had the same peasant shrewdness as Stalin, the same patience, the same power of stillness. His humour, brutal and genial by turn with its roots deep in the earth, was not unlike what we know of Stalin’s. Both men forced their way to the front because they took care to gather into their own hands the controlling strings of organisations in which power rested. Each was in his own way ruthless in setting aside any who stood in the way of his advance. And it may be that when the moment came the mercurial Tillett with his quicksilver power of oratory was hardly less surprised – although with less dangerous results to himself – than Trotsky to xvi find how fallible was reliance on a gift of words when confronted with a genius for organisation. It would be absurd to press the comparison too far. It is valid only to the extent that it indicates the part played in the characters and careers of both men by a single quality and comparable understanding of the machinery of power.3

         

         In the event, a Stalinist understanding of the working class and the machinery of power led Bevin to defeat Stalin, not to emulate him. Bevin was revolutionary about ends, democratic about means. He was a liberal social democrat. Humanity was his mission not his curse.

         
            
335NOTES

            1 Nigel Lawson’s phrase from The View from No. 11: Memoirs of a Tory Radical (Bantam Press: London, 1992), p. 613.

            2 Lord Attlee, The Observer, 13 and 20 March 1960.

            3 Francis Williams, Ernest Bevin: Portrait of A Great Englishman (Hutchinson: London, 1952), pp. 90, 100.

         

      

   


   
      
         
1
            CHAPTER 1

            ORPHAN

         

         Two Foreign Secretaries were brought up in the remote Somerset village of Winsford on Exmoor: Boris Johnson, born in 1964, and Ernest Bevin, born in 1881.1 Chronologically, they are eighty-three years apart. An eternity separates them in other respects, but the significant fact is that Winsford made them both quintessentially English.

         The Winsford they knew was as different as their pedigrees. ‘God was palpably present in the country and the devil had gone with the world to town,’ wrote Thomas Hardy of rural Wessex in Far from the Madding Crowd (1874). But there wasn’t much sign of the Almighty in Somerset when Ernest was born to a poor single mother just seven years later. Still less when he was orphaned at the age of eight. ‘I’m sure there’s no one in this wide world who was ever poorer than he and his mother,’ recalled a neighbour.2

         There was barely a scintilla of rural bliss in 1880s Somerset, only depopulation and depression. Winsford was not just remote; it was virtually isolated, nine miles from the nearest railway station. Bevin later described his life there as ‘a form of slavery’.

         Ernest’s mother, hailing from a family of labourers from time immemorial, was calling herself a ‘widow’ by the time Ernest, her last 2 son, was born on 9 March 1881, and he never knew his father. But whether she was a widow or not is mysterious, and therein lies the first fascinating tale of Ernie’s life.

         In 1864, 23-year-old Diana Tudball, known as ‘Mercy’, married 34-year-old farm labourer William Bevin, son of Winsford’s sexton, the general factotum maintaining the parish church, including the bellringing and grave-digging. Four children were born to William and Mercy in their first seven years of marriage. Thereafter, in the accounts of previous biographers, the couple are said to have migrated to South Wales as part of the West Country flight from agricultural recession to the booming coalfields. They were thought to have had two more children in Wales and then separated, whereupon Mercy returned to Winsford penniless with her six children. Ernie came a few years later, when Mercy was forty, born out of wedlock, in penury to a father unknown and probably accidental.

         However, more recent research in census and local church and charity records by local Somerset historian Robin Bush suggests a different picture: one which puts Ernie’s birth and early childhood in a different and somewhat less accidental and deprived light.3

         It turns out that Mercy may not have left Somerset at all, and that if she did move with husband William to South Wales, it was only briefly. A local charity register shows Mercy, William and their children to have been in Winsford at Easter 1872; a year later, Easter 1873, she is recorded there alone with her children. Since the fate of William in the Welsh valleys is unknown, it is possible that Mercy described herself as a ‘widow’ from the mid-1870s because she was so, and not as a euphemism for ‘separated’, as previously thought.

         Furthermore, while it has always been known that Ernie was born out of wedlock, Winsford’s parish register reveals that this was also 3 true of his two next oldest brothers, Albert and Frederick, born in 1875 and 1877. Then, crucially for establishing Ernie’s paternity, the household returns from the 1881 census – conducted on 3 April 1881, a month after Ernie’s birth – show all three of these boys, plus the next oldest Bevin child Jack, to be resident in a cottage in the middle of Winsford, with ‘Diana Bevin, laundress’ and ‘William Pearce, butcher’.

         Robin Bush pieces together this information to paint a plausible picture of Ernie’s parentage:

         
            The evidence suggests strongly that these children were the product of a single stable relationship and that the father was the man with whom Diana was living at the time Ernest Bevin was born. If Diana was indeed a widow, as she claimed, it is likely that her alliance would have been with a man such as William Pearse [as he usually spelt his name], deserted by his wife and unable to marry her.

         

         So, who was William Pearse, Ernie’s likely father? Starting out in life on the precarious social border of artisan and labourer, he progressed thus:

         
            He was the second son of another William Pearse. Farming in Selworthy (near Minehead in North Somerset), the father brought his family to Winsford in the 1820s, where he died in 1857. In his will he left £10 a year to his son William [worth about half the annual income of a labourer] and ordered his executors to finish for William the newly erected cottage at Winsford which was to become Ernest Bevin’s birthplace. The eldest son followed his father into agriculture at Winsford Farm but William and a younger 4 son both became butchers … William married Leah, a girl from Tiverton in Devon, and established himself at nearby Dulverton, where a son was born in 1856. He then returned to Winsford to the cottage left to him by his father, and there a second child arrived in 1859. Leah and her two children had left William by 1881, probably some years before. She was eighteen years younger than her husband and he had clearly not made a success of butchering, never rating even a mention in the trade directories of the time.

         

         As for the later relationship and co-habitation of Pearse and Mercy:

         
            For whatever reason, the union eventually turned sour. Perhaps the moral feelings of their neighbours made it impossible for them to continue living under the same roof. He was over twenty years older than her and she may have fallen out of love with him as his wife Leah had done before … William Pearse survived Diana by only two years, dying in May 1891 aged seventy-four.

         

         This all makes more sense of Ernie’s early life and wellsprings than previous biographies. It fits with what we know of Mercy as a practising Methodist, whom it is hard to envisage offending every canon of Victorian morality about sexual promiscuity. Ernie adored his mother – her picture was on his desk the day he died – and he followed her moral lead too, serving as a Baptist lay preacher into his twenties and nearly becoming a missionary. Intriguingly, Ernie’s half-brother, Jack, who was also living with Pearse in 1881, became a butcher and organised Ernie’s first job in Bristol, at a butcher’s, when he arrived there at the age of thirteen.

         Ernie didn’t therefore hail from an exceptionally dysfunctional 5 or disreputable family, nor one, for a labourer’s child, which was exceptionally poor. Even after Mercy and William Pearse parted, she eked out enough to support her younger children as domestic help and as a midwife, with intermittent parish relief but without recourse to the workhouse. There was never much money, but there was happiness, respect, fun and a home ‘spotlessly clean though, poor soul, she worked hard throughout the day away from it’.4 Rather, Ernest was unlucky in the early death of an only parent – a common Victorian occurrence – but which happened at a time when his older siblings were finding their adult feet and variously looked after him pretty well by the standards of the day.

         Mercy was ‘a fanatical Dissenter, at a time when to be so was to risk the displeasure of the local farmers and gentry’.5 She helped lead a campaign to build a new chapel in the village and was equally fanatical about a cause allied to Methodism: temperance, banishing the evils of the bottle. From the age of three her little boy was sent to Winsford’s Methodist Sunday School run by Mrs Veysey, the village postmistress. The earliest photograph of Ernie is of a solemn child in a velvet suit and straw sailor hat in the front row of her village class. Like Mrs Veysey, Mercy Bevin ‘hated the domination of Church and Squire’ and was determined to worship God and live life in her own way, as was her son.6 The temperance also rubbed off: Ernie was a teetotaller until his mid-twenties, although he more than compensated thereafter.

         Ernie’s years with his mother were happy and boisterous but tragically brief. Mercy succumbed to cancer when he was eight and she forty-eight. His childhood was devastated, and her funeral was to be the last time all the Bevin children gathered. It was Victorian England at its best and worst. Mr Anderson, the Tory parson of 6 Winsford, tried to refuse to bury Mercy on consecrated ground for her loose morals and for consorting with Methodists. It was probably the latter he most resented. But the village turned out in force, views were forcibly expressed, reputedly at the church door, and Mercy was eventually laid to rest in the churchyard. It was a negotiation worthy of Ernie Bevin in his prime.

         After his mother’s death Ernie went to live with his 25-year-old half-sister Mary and her husband, a railwayman, thirty miles across the north Devon border near Crediton. First they lived in the village of Morchard Bishop, then in neighbouring Copplestone. It was a traumatic period for the young boy, which he rarely mentioned in later life. At Winsford, with his mother, he had been chubby, cheeky and outgoing; at his sister’s home he became thin, withdrawn and angry. Five decades later, interviewed for a profile of the new Foreign Secretary, Morchard Bishop’s long-retired postman recalled a boy of ten who was ‘pale-looking and bullied’. He remembered ‘seeing that young boy getting water for the house or cleaning potatoes. The water came from an icy cold stream and his hands were all covered with broken chilblains.’7

         Ernie’s education was par for the course for a late-Victorian labourer’s child, featuring a few primary schools inculcating the ‘three Rs’, then out to work by the age of eleven. Most accounts of Bevin, however, fail to stress two key points about his education. First, he had one. At school level it was basic, but it was a huge improvement on what most village children had experienced only a few years previously, before Gladstone’s 1870 Education Act. Had Ernie been born at the time of his eldest siblings, he might not have received an education at all. Several of his older relations were illiterate, and at his sister’s cottage he read aloud by the fireside from each day’s 7 Bristol Mercury about some of the doings of the wider world. The Mercury was a Gladstonian Liberal paper, pro-Irish Home Rule after 1886, supporting the Grand Old Man but strongly critical of the ‘ingratitude’ of ‘the Irish’.8 Maybe that rubbed off too.

         Furthermore, the ‘three Rs’ were not the end of Ernie’s formal education. In his late teens and twenties, he went to extension lectures in Bristol, given by distinguished university lecturers, which equipped him with a good grounding in politics and economics. This, too, was a late Victorian and Edwardian trait: basic schooling followed by determined self-improvement, including adult education, of which Ernie made the most. Although in later life he liked calling himself ‘a turn up in a million’, there were plenty of others who had made successful, even brilliant, careers from a similar standing start. Charlie Chaplin, eight years younger, was another ‘turn up in a million’ from an equally poor and disrupted childhood, and millions of others – one or more in most working-class families – turned up in skilled or professional careers from working-class roots, including teaching and trade union administration. Ernie Bevin was a representative of his age just as much as he was a genius.

         From school at the age of eleven, Ernie had no choice but to be a farm boy, ‘scaring birds, stone picking, following the dibble, hoeing, twitching, cutting up mangels and turnips for cattle fodder, or doing odd jobs’.9 He hated it. For the young teenage Ernie, manual labour in a village with no autonomy and little society was ‘a form of slavery’ and a life unfulfilled. News of his older brothers in the big city of Bristol, about which he read every day in the Mercury, made him desperate to escape, and within two years he had found his way there with little more than the clothes on his back.

         There is a vivid portrait of Ernie’s boyhood in a 1946 issue of Picture 8 Post, written by a journalist who visited the villages where he grew up. Ernie’s cousin Jack was still a gardener at the Royal Oak in Winsford, where his mother had worked ‘in the stag hunting months’. Mercy Bevin was remembered as ‘jolly, energetic, unconventional and brave’. He was told that the parish relief from Mr Anderson, the Tory vicar, hadn’t amounted to much, ‘not much more than sixpence a week and bread’.10 It was literally life on the bread line.

         The village postman took the journalist to Beers Farm, Copplestone, where Ernie had worked from dawn to dusk for sixpence a week. And to the barn where he ‘fought the farmer and ran away to face life on his own’ after Farmer May had thrashed him for not picking enough turnips. At least, that is one version of events; another has him ‘trembling with fear and white with anger’ rushing at the farmer with a billhook. Francis Williams, a friend in the 1940s, said Ernie denied the incident even took place and it may be apocryphal ‘as so many Bevin stories are, for he was a man about whom legends gathered’. Another example is his reputed reply to King George VI, on being sworn in as Minister of Labour in 1940. The King asked him how he had acquired so wide a knowledge of public affairs, to which Bevin replied: ‘Sir, it was gathered in the ’edgerows of experience.’11

         The Picture Post journalist also met an older farm hand who had worked alongside Ernie at Beers Farm, ‘old John Perkins, who could neither read nor write’. It was Perkins, impressed by little Ernest’s argumentative powers, who made the remark that a biographer might have invented if it weren’t attested by others: ‘That boy will never work on a farm, but he’ll be in Parliament yet.’ The Picture Post portrait is one of a boy who knew his own mind, and it wasn’t on a farm. The article ends with a picture of the bridge and lane leading out of Copplestone, with the caption: ‘The road down which little Ernest 9 marched, after leaving Beers Farm. The road which eventually led him where he is today!’

         
            
[image: ]Bevin really had been a Bristol barrow boy. His company, Brooke & Prudencio, c. 1890. © Amoret Tanner/Alamy Stock Photo

            

         

         It was a long and winding road. And it led next to Bristol.

         Ernie’s elder brothers, Jack and Albert, had found jobs and digs in Bristol, the great port metropolis of the south-west. At the age of thirteen, Ernest joined them. However keen he was to escape from Beers Farm, his first days in Bristol ‘had a frightening loneliness about them. He knew one or two people in the city, but they were not helpful.’12 He lodged first with Jack, getting a casual job in a butcher’s shop in affluent Clifton. At the age of thirteen and fourteen, Ernie was constantly in and out of jobs, including spending weeks unemployed. At one point he was a van boy on the mineral water wagons of Brooke & Prudencio: he really had been a Bristol barrow boy.

         10 Albert was a pastry cook at a restaurant in the city centre and soon found his youngest brother, now aged fourteen, a better-paid job there: six shillings a week plus meals, in return for twelve hours’ work a day, six days a week. The teenage Ernie may have had no mother or father, but the young siblings stuck together and helped each other with jobs and lodgings as they made their way in the great cities, another Victorian and Edwardian trait. He didn’t do it all alone. Sixty years later Albert recalled:

         
            He became a general factotum and made himself useful and in time he became very popular. After a time they made him a sort of glorified page boy and dressed him up and he used to wait at table and in the shop and run out for errands and I think it was then that he became conscious of the two sides of the people. First there was the people who came in and had full courses, dinners, who he waited on, and just out in the street there were always a great crowd out of work, sixty or seventy always to get one job, and wages were fifteen shillings to £1. He became so obsessed with this difference in people’s lives that he used to talk to us by the hour of the unhappy conditions that people lived in.13

         

         By fourteen Ernie was a big, broad-shouldered boy with a square jaw, streetwise and, with his brothers, well able to look after himself. He was proudly working class but not remotely downtrodden. Think Alan Johnson. He scrubbed up well in his Sunday best: just look at that bow tie, waistcoat, watch chain and smart parting in the plate section of this book.

         Aged sixteen, Ernie became a horse tram conductor at twelve shillings a week. But he hated the routine and confinement and 11 was soon back with Brooke & Prudencio as a drayman at fifteen shillings a week. He called it his first ‘man’s job’.14 Then, at eighteen, he joined his third brother Fred as a horse driver of mineral water wagons for another Bristol firm, John Macy’s. Ernie liked this job as he worked independently, driving around the city and surrounding villages, drumming up his own business on commission, grooming his horse every evening. He stuck at it for eleven years until becoming a trade union official at the age of twenty-nine. It gave him something approaching security, until politics intervened. On top of his basic pay of fifteen shillings, he typically made another seven shillings a week in commission. His main outgoing, rent, was five shillings and sixpence when he married and rented in the artisan district of St Werburghs.

         Although unskilled, Ernie’s pay and work from his late teens gave him status comparable to that of a skilled man. Here again, Bevin as myth and as reality are not quite the same.

         Notably, at no point in all these jobs did the teenage or twenty-something Ernie Bevin join a trade union. For most of these unskilled trades there wasn’t a union to join. But even after he became politically active in his mid-twenties, he didn’t do so until he in effect created his own union. Even in collective action, Ernie was an individualist and only really content when he was himself in charge.

         A lot of young Ernie’s self-confidence, and readiness to preach, came from nonconformist chapels. Continuing where he left off in Somerset and Devon, he became a Baptist Sunday school teacher soon after arriving in Bristol, joining the Bible classes of a local celebrity preacher, the Reverend James Moffat Logan of Newfoundland Road Chapel. Moffat Logan, a pacifist and socialist who had opposed Lord Salisbury and Joe Chamberlain’s imperialist Boer War of 1899, had a 12 big impact on Ernie coming into his twenties. His Sunday afternoon Bible class was a meeting place for young men of all kinds of faith who discussed politics as much as religion. Bevin’s first biographer ‘met two old cronies’ from his early Bristol days, John Winter, a tobacco salesman, and Tom Ellison, foreman in a paper works.

         
            They were talking about those old days in Logan’s classes. John enthusiastically asked Tom, Do you remember that afternoon when young Bevin shouted, ‘If the Lord returned to Bristol now His rejoicing would be near the slums where poverty can be beaten only by the personal bravery of mothers whose faith is the only hope of their children.’15

         

         Aged twenty, in 1901, Ernie was baptised by full immersion at the Baptist mission at Bethesda Chapel in Great George Street. For the next three years he was a tub-thumping local preacher, in common with many other Labour politicians of the era who, like him, ‘owed more to Methodism than to Marxism’. Politics took over as Bevin approached his mid-twenties, but until well into his forties he attended St Mark’s Baptist Church in Easton. Thereafter he largely stopped going to church but never renounced his faith. And he never stopped preaching: his audiences and messages just changed to politics.

         Until her death in 2000, Ernie’s daughter kept two of his Bibles. In one was the following inscription: ‘Ernest Bevin entered into the fulness of Christ,’ signed by a minister and dated 10 February 1904, with 200 Bible verses underlined. In the other, in Ernie’s unmistakably halting hand, is written: ‘I This evening Sept 18th 1907 I have resolved By the Grace of God to serve him where ever he may call 13me. May God keep me an gaurd till he shall call me home. Singed Ernest Bevin. [sic]’16

         The chapel was to Bevin what Sandhurst was to Churchill: a university of life, as powerful in its mission-inducing legacy as Oxford or Cambridge. It took his ebullience and physical presence and taught him to speak, harangue, inspire and persuade, to impose and be imposing. It also gave him social standing. Chapelgoers were respectable, and the Bevin family, even when seriously poor and out of work, were respectable. ‘It was an age when appearances accounted for everything,’ wrote an early biographer. ‘The congregations which he addressed as a lay preacher were, in the main, self-satisfied, particularly among the middle-aged. Men in rags were regarded as outcasts.’17 Bevin was rarely self-satisfied and never disdained men in rags. But he was always respectable. The absence of a university education may also have been an unspoken bond between Churchill and Bevin as close colleagues in later life. In this and other respects, including stature, vigour and sheer willpower, they were peculiarly similar in their dissimilarity. One of the most moving incidents of their service together was one of Churchill’s very last wartime acts, in his capacity as Chancellor of the University of Bristol: the conferring of an honorary degree on his trade unionist colleague, the ex-Bristol barrow boy. ‘In Mr Bevin,’ Churchill eulogised in brilliant gold-braided robes, ‘I have found a colleague who has handled most intricate and difficult problems in the maintenance not only of our armies, but of the vast effort of our factories, and who has laid a heavy but not in many cases an unwelcome hand upon every human being in the Kingdom.’18

         While living in Bristol in his twenties, Ernie went to evening classes at the Bristol Adult School Movement and the Workers’ 14Educational Association (WEA). The lecturers were good, including the Bristol university economist H. B. Lees-Smith, who was to become a Liberal MP in 1910, switching to Labour in 1919 before serving as a minister under Ramsay MacDonald and as chairman of the Parliamentary Labour Party. Lees-Smith proposed a Prevention of Unemployment Bill in 1926 and pioneered the building of Ruskin College Oxford for adult trade unionists: very Bevinist.

         The Bristol classes gave Ernie the wherewithal for dealing with political discourse and ‘intellectuals’, one of his life-long bugbears. One contemporary wrote, ‘My impression is that it was in the Adult School that Ernest Bevin learned how to stand on his hind legs and express himself in public. He got the name for being extravagant in voicing social and industrial injustice.’ This isn’t quite correct: long before then Bevin’s lay preaching gave him the capacity to ‘stand on his hind legs’, but the WEA helped give him new political texts to preach from. The same witness remembered him at a WEA trade union study session on agriculture where he was ‘vocal, sitting with papers and books bursting from his pockets’.19 The WEA was only founded in 1903, so Bevin would have been one of its first and most successful students.

         Now in a steady job, Ernie settled down with his girlfriend Florence Townley. Flo, as she was always called, was the daughter of a Bristol wine taster whose family included artisans about the docks. They met at the Bristol Socialist Society and married when Ernie was twenty-five. Flo never worked after their marriage: she saw his career as a joint project. Still, contemporary accounts make only one reference to a specific political intervention by her as Mrs Bevin: when she urged Ernie to set up day nurseries for working mothers as Minister of Labour during the war and visited some of them.20 15 She was always in the background, portrayed in memoirs of her husband as the supportive, slightly bored wife whose only recorded passions were music hall and shopping.

         The Bevins had one daughter, Queenie, born just before the outbreak of the First World War. Q, as she was known, was in 1935 to marry Sydney Wynne, a journalist on the Labour paper the Daily Herald, of which Ernie was then a director. Sydney later became an executive with J. Arthur Rank, the film company, whose leading lights were friends of the Bevins during and after the Second World War. It was worlds away from the insecurity and manual labour of Ernie’s childhood. But there was continuity as well as change. Until he joined the cabinet in 1940, Ernie went to the music hall with Flo most Saturday nights when he wasn’t working all weekend. For their summer holidays they took cottages in seaside towns like Hove, although the couple appear to have taken only one holiday during the entire Second World War, in Scotland.

         The young Bevin was a hybrid of Victorian and Edwardian. Victorian imperialism shaped him for life, as it did Churchill and Attlee, but Edwardian radicalism was equally formative. Ernie was twenty in March 1901, six weeks after the death of Queen Victoria and the accession of the more unbuttoned Edward VII. The metropolitan ferment of Edwardian Bristol radicalised Bevin’s social gospel, redirecting his energies from the chapel into politics and trade unionism. Like all of Britain’s great Victorian and Edwardian cities, Bristol was a cauldron: some of the richest people and places in the world alongside a mass of the poor and unemployed surging migration. Bristol’s population nearly trebled in the half-century before the First World War as rural migrants, like the Bevin brothers, flooded in.

         Ernie’s conversion from Methodism to socialism was progressive, 16not damascene. As late as 1910, aged twenty-nine, after losing his election to become a socialist member of Bristol city council, he talked of becoming a missionary. But this was more an emotional response to the setback and, really, he was now embarked on a political journey. Apart from singing hymns to himself, sometimes out loud on his horse and cart, socialism and social action was now his New Testament, drawing on all he saw about.

         The story goes that on his horse and cart one day, Ernie encountered an open-air meeting of the Bristol Socialist Society on the Downs. He stopped to listen, liked what he heard about ending the division between rich and poor and mobilising the masses, and went to more meetings. But he was already largely converted to socialism as an extension of Christianity, thanks to the Reverend Moffat Logan. The Bristol Socialists even had their own song sheet for Methodist-style sing-alongs after the sermon. A favourite was William Morris:

         
            On we march then, we the workers, and the murmurs that ye hear Is the blended sound of battle and deliverance drawing near For the hope of every creature is the banner that we bear And the world is marching on.

         

         It was the same sentiment as the great Victorian hymn that Flo chose for her husband’s memorial service in Westminster Abbey in 1951, one of his favourites:

         
            
               Judge Eternal, throned in splendour,

               Lord of lords and King of kings,

               with your living fire of judgment

               purge this land of bitter things;

               17 solace all its wide dominion

               with the healing of your wings.

            

            
               Still the weary folk are pining

               for the hour that brings release,

               and the city’s crowded clangor

               cries aloud for sin to cease,

               and the homesteads and the woodlands

               plead in silence for their peace.

            

         

         The Bristol socialists had a more radical and practical social gospel than the nonconformists, which attracted Ernie. ‘He contrasted the attitude of the chapel folk and the “revolutionaries” to this same problem of unemployment,’ wrote an early biographer. ‘To the chapel folk the great panacea was Samuel Smiles’ Self Help. It was always placed next to the Holy Bible.’ Bevin and Flo were soon calling themselves socialists. They were never revolutionary in the sense of wanting to overthrow parliamentary institutions but ‘attracted by the earnestness of men like Frank Sheppard, Watts Treasure and the leading lights of the Bristol Socialist Society. Most of them became, a generation later, aldermen of their city.’

         The highlight was a visitation by Ben Tillett, hero of the dock strike of 1889 and founder of the ‘New Unionism’ that Bevin was dramatically to reinvent and expand. Tillett ‘roared that the salvation of the workingman was to be achieved not through political revolution but through industrial organisation’. An ex-Bristolian as well as an ex-Risley boy circus performer, Tillett was soon to be Bevin’s mentor in the dockers’ union. It was Tillett who urged a mass meeting of dockers on Tower Hill during the London dock strike of 18 1911 to take their hats off and pray to Almighty God to strike dead Lord Devonport, the chairman of the Port of London Authority. Devonport was to become a bugbear of Bevin’s.21

         Young Ernie Bevin wanted practical action, then as at every phase of his life. Responding to a call from the Social Democratic Federation to its socialist branches in 1905 to set up ‘Right to Work’ committees to lobby MPs, councils and employers, the 24-year-old drayman made himself organising secretary of the Bristol Right-to- Work Committee. One of his early successes, after stunts including a silent procession of the unemployed into a Sunday morning service in Bristol Cathedral, was to persuade the city council to construct a lake in Eastville Park as an unemployment relief measure. Known for years afterwards as ‘Bevin’s Lake’, it was Keynesianism before Keynes – public investment to create jobs in a recession – as Bevin was fond of saying in later life when he struck up a remarkable rapport with the great economist.22

         The backdrop was a national political scene moving rapidly from the Boer War and imperial high Toryism of Queen Victoria’s last Prime Minister, the third Marquess of Salisbury, to the Edwardian liberalism of Herbert Henry Asquith, David Lloyd George and his Tory-turned-Liberal disciple Winston Churchill. The ‘Khaki election’ of 1900, a Tory landslide in the middle of the Boer War, was followed only six years later by a Liberal landslide. The 1906 election also returned twenty-nine Labour MPs, thanks to a Lib–Lab electoral pact negotiated by William Gladstone’s son Herbert and Ramsay MacDonald, secretary of the recently formed Labour Representation Committee.

         Asquith’s government made Britain’s first serious moves towards a welfare state and progressive taxation. Dubbed ‘New Liberal’ for its 19 departure from the Gladstonian orthodoxy of keeping taxation and state intervention to a minimum, it introduced old-age pensions for the over-seventies, national insurance for sickness and unemployment, land reform and labour regulation.

         The defining battle between the Liberals and the still hugely powerful Tory aristocracy was Lloyd George’s ‘People’s Budget’ of 1909. Lloyd George’s actual measures were a far cry from socialism. His new ‘super tax’ was a mere 7.5 per cent on incomes above £400k in today’s money, but it shocked the sensibilities of the Edwardian aristocracy and plutocracy. The old-age pension of seven shillings and sixpence a week for the destitute over-seventies – 37.5 ‘new pence’ – were to the fifth Earl of Rosebery, Gladstone’s successor as Liberal Prime Minister in 1894 who married a Rothschild heiress, ‘So prodigal of expenditure as likely to undermine the fabric of the empire.’

         The aristocracy’s thin-end-of-the-wedge paranoia was stoked by Lloyd George, who began pushing liberalism to new boundaries. The House of Lords was ‘five hundred men chosen at random from among the ranks of the unemployed’ and ‘their day of reckoning is at hand’, he declaimed at Limehouse in July 1909. ‘A fully equipped Duke costs as much to keep up as two Dreadnoughts [battleships], and Dukes are just as great a terror, and they last longer!’ This alarmed Edward VII, who branded Lloyd George ‘a menace to property and a Socialistic spirit’.23 It was Liberal radicalism pointing the way to Labourism and social democracy.

         Thus provoked, the House of Lords rejected the budget. Asquith thereupon won two ‘Peers vs People’ elections in 1910, aided by the continuing Lib–Lab electoral pact, which saw Labour advance further. The second election was required by the new King, George V, 20before he would agree to create enough new Liberal peers to force the House of Lords to limit its own powers by passing the Parliament Act 1911. This gave a further lease of life to Lib–Lab collaboration until the First World War was precipitated by an assassin’s bullet killing Austrian archduke Franz Ferdinand in Sarajevo on 28 June 1914. A large part of British liberalism proceeded to die in the bloody carnage of the Somme, Gallipoli and Passchendaele, and over the following decade Labour was to replace the Liberals as Britain’s main non-Tory party, thanks in no small part to Bevin.

         However, this Edwardian battle between the Tory aristocracy and a middle-class Liberal Party was a world away from the streets of Bevin’s Bristol, where conflict was just as fierce between middle-class Liberals and working-class Labour, exposing the huge gulf separating the upper, middle and working classes in early twentieth-century Britain. Then, as now, politics took some visceral forms, particularly jingoism and xenophobia, including bitter anti-Irish prejudice among the working class, stirred up by Tory and elite populists like Joseph Chamberlain and Lord Randolph Churchill, Winston’s erratic aristocratic father who died of syphilis at the age of forty-five.

         For socialists and trade unionists, the Edwardian Liberals engendered more animosity than admiration. Asquith and Lloyd George may have been better than Tories, but only just. Westminster and its stylised political debates were a world away to the young Bevin fighting for better pay and conditions in Bristol’s docks, tramways and casual labour markets. There, the world of Charles Dickens and Hard Times was alive and well, with intense poverty and discontent underpinned by rigid separation, incomprehension and real hatred between the classes.

         In Bevin’s Bristol, Labour wasn’t the junior partner of the Liberals, 21 it was no partner at all. Despite the national Lib–Lab pact, the city did not elect its first Labour MP until 1923, and only a handful of Labour members were elected to the city council before the First World War. Before 1914 there was no question of working men or trade unionists being selected as Liberal candidates for any of the city’s four parliamentary seats.

         Soon after the Liberals were elected nationally in 1906, 26-year-old Bevin, by now secretary of the Bristol Right-to-Work Committee, led a delegation to lobby Augustine Birrell, Liberal MP for Bristol North. Could there be a programme of public works and house building to tackle unemployment, Bevin asked Birrell, a successful barrister like his friend Asquith and one of England’s first ministers of education. According to the minutes: ‘Mr Birrell shook his head and said they must think of the opposition and whether they would agree; and that it might mean the disruption of the Liberal party and they would then again have the Conservative party in power.’ He wasn’t even sympathetic in principle. ‘Mr Birrell was fain to admit that the remedy for unemployment could only be brought about by the upset of the current commercial system. The deputation formed the opinion that it seemed plainly evident that the government had not seriously considered the question.’24

         It was this do-nothing mindset in the face of mass unemployment and poverty that drove Bevin, like most Edwardian trade unionists, from Lib–Labbery towards socialism and an independent Labour Party.

         The Right-to-Work Committee gave Bevin a taste for local politics, and in 1909 he stood for the city council. He deliberately called himself a ‘socialist’ rather than a ‘labour’ candidate; it was the same year as the People’s Budget and his campaign was a mini-Limehouse. ‘Vote for Bevin, who fought for the unemployed,’ was his slogan for 22the deprived city centre St Paul’s ward. ‘Think!’ he wrote in his election address, which called for the nationalisation of the docks:

         
            Last winter in Bristol there were 5,000 heads out for work, 20,000 human beings suffering want and 10,000 paupers, and you will realise the chaos, misery and degradation brought upon us by the private ownership of the means of life. I claim that Socialism, which the common ownership of those means, is the ONLY SOLUTION OF SUCH EVILS.25

         

         In a fit of candidate-itis Bevin thought he was going to sweep the poll, but it didn’t happen. He lost by nearly 400 votes to a Liberal businessman whose slogan was ‘Vote for Gibbs, the progressive candidate, and save the ward from Socialism.’ The total vote was sharply up but the defeat was decisive.

         Bevin’s reaction was intense anger. The campaign had been wounding: Liberal hecklers took to shouting ‘apron’ at him after the short sack-cloth apron he wore to protect his clothes when carting mineral water from his wagon. He hated losing, to the point of impounding the electoral register and claiming the Liberals had broken the law. The aftermath was still more ugly. Some Bristol employers, including big hotels, boycotted Bevin’s water: there was an organised campaign against him which caused real bitterness. Fortunately, his employer John Macy, although a Liberal, stood by him and he kept his job, though his sales and commission fell sharply and so did his income.

         On several occasions in later life Bevin claimed that he had had to steal food to live in his Bristol years. ‘I found myself walking the streets, unemployed, and having to steal for my living,’ he told one rally.26 If this was true, it was of his much earlier years when he first arrived as a thirteen-year-old boy, not of his Right-to-Work years as he claimed. But it testifies to his precariousness even when he was in work, particularly once he ventured into politics – and to the bitter lifelong memories. Struggle and oppression were, for Bevin, very personal.

         Bevin kept going to socialist meetings and kept up his work with the unemployed. This and his daily delivery round brought him into contact with the Bristol dockers during the Avonmouth dock strike of June/July 1910, when the whole port was brought to a standstill. Bevin was put in charge of the strikers’ relief fund, although not a docker. He immediately grasped the need for joint union action between different trades and workers in the ports and its suppliers. As a carter (driver) himself, he urged the hundreds of carters around the docks to join a union, and for solidarity and impact to do so as a branch of the dockers’ union, or, to give it its full title in the tradesbased union world of the early twentieth century, the Dock, Wharf, Riverside and General Workers’ Union.

         After arguments as to whether to join the dockers’ union or to set up a separate union, Bevin carried the day with his fellow carters on joining the dockers. He won by persistence and force of personality, which also got him elected founding chairman of the Bristol carters’ branch of the dockers’ union. It foretold the same argument about the power of building a single big union, rather than many smaller unions, which he was to win decisively at national level after the First World War in creating the Transport and General Workers’ Union. Six months later, in the spring of 1911, the Bristol organiser of the dockers’ union agreed that a full-time organising secretary was needed for its new and fast-expanding carters’ branch, and the job went to Bevin for £2 a week.

         So, having only just joined a trade union, Bevin became a fulltime union official. To the end of his life his framed certificate of membership, dated 27 August 1910, with its old-fashioned Victorian illuminations and scrolls, took pride of place over the fireplace at home.

         The penniless thirteen-year-old orphan who arrived in Bristol from Beers Farm with nothing more than his brothers’ addresses was now embarked on the career that would take him to fame and political fortune beyond his wildest boyhood dreams. It chimed with Bevin’s favourite poem, Oliver Goldsmith’s ‘The Deserted Village’:

         
            
               Far, far away, thy children leave the land.

               Ill fares the land, to hastening ills a prey,

               Where wealth accumulates, and men decay:

               Princes and lords may flourish, or may fade;

               A breath can make them, as a breath has made;

               But a bold peasantry, their country’s pride,

               When once destroyed, can never be supplied…

               Teach erring man to spurn the rage of gain;

               Teach him, that states of native strength possest,

               Tho’ very poor, may still be very blest;

               That trade’s proud empire hastes to swift decay,

               As ocean sweeps the labour’d mole away;

               While self-dependent power can time defy,

               As rocks resist the billows and the sky.
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            CHAPTER 2

            DOCKERS’ KC

         

         Most politicians date their rise to power from when they won their first parliamentary seat or Cabinet post. For Bevin, it was when he created his own trade union. Not just any trade union, either, but what started as the third largest in the country and became, by his death, the largest in the free world. ‘Everything that happened before the formation of the Union led to it. Everything that developed after it led from it.’1

         The Transport and General Workers’ Union (T&G) gave Bevin national power; the power to speak for the working class in a way no labour or trade union leader had done before or since. It was a case of ‘cometh the hour, cometh the man’: after the First World War democracy was proclaimed and British politics and society were turned upside down, but without leaders to credibly represent the numerically dominant working class, which lacked voice, unity and organisation. Bevin came to provide all three, or more of it than existed before or since, and he did it on the platform of his union. What started as a trade union in 1922 became, in the 1940s, the vanguard of a labour movement that briefly outclassed even the Conservative Party as a political vehicle. In spite of the Tories’ still 24 potent social, commercial, religious and aristocratic elites, Bevin was able to overwhelm them and wield national power. No one else in the union movement has done anything like it in England since.

         It all began with Bevin’s £2-a-week job as secretary of the new Bristol carters’ branch of the Dock, Wharf, Riverside and General Workers’ Union in the spring of 1911. It took eleven years for Bevin to get from this first trade union post to creating and leading the T&G. In 1913, two years after starting as a branch official, he became an assistant national organiser of the dockers’ union, then a national organiser a year later. Six years into this job, in 1920, a single event turned him into a public figure overnight: his extraordinarily extrovert and brilliant presentation of the dockers’ case for a pay rise in the Royal Courts of Justice. He became a celebrity, known as ‘the Dockers’ KC’ – ‘King’s Counsel’, the most elite of legal advocates – amid the vast industrial turmoil in the aftermath of the First World War. This triumph gave him the break he needed to found the Transport and General Workers’ Union, an amalgamation of the dockers’ union and thirteen others. Thereafter, he was to be not just the leader of the T&G but its personification until his death in 1951, if not until its name ceased to exist in 2007.

         Leaders often come almost from nowhere. In Bevin’s era, Stanley Baldwin rose from junior minister to become leader of the Conservative Party and Prime Minister in 1923 after just twenty-five months. Walter Citrine became general secretary of the Trades Union Congress in 1925 only twenty-one months after joining its staff. However, like most rapid ascents, both Baldwin and Citrine stepped into dead (or nearly dead) men’s shoes; and, again like most leaders, they rose through established institutions and hierarchies. What makes Bevin’s rise so extraordinary is that he created both 25 the post and the institution that made him a national leader. In talent and creative genius his achievement is of the order of William Gladstone fashioning the Liberal Party in the 1860s: a new institution that advanced social progress and representative government in the nineteenth century as surely as the T&G and the Labour Party did in the twentieth century.

         Keir Hardie and Ramsay MacDonald were the founders and early leaders of the Labour Party. But their creation was weak and MacDonald, tragically, sought to destroy his offspring. Bevin, like Gladstone, stayed true to his founding mission and changed Britain fundamentally.

         As organiser of the Bristol carters in 1911, Bevin showed immediate flair. Within a year he had more than two thousand members in his new branch of the dockers’ union and had won negotiating rights from the Bristol employers and a notable pay rise. Bevin was a pragmatist from the start. ‘He was always insistent at group meetings that any claims to be made should be realistic,’ a Bristol union friend recalled. ‘It was no good asking for the moon. It was no good asking for something that you could not possibly visualise getting.’2

         From the outset Bevin ventured beyond Bristol, engaging energetically in virtually every dockers’ dispute in the south-west, South Wales and right across to Southampton. Dockers’ union membership tripled in 1911 as industrial militancy rose in response to an economic slump and a trade union impulse that, with Lloyd George preaching democracy to the House of Lords, the working class should get its just deserts.

         The Cardiff Port Strike of 1911 was especially fraught and became a crash course for Bevin in strike leadership. Non-unionised ‘blackleg’ labour, intended to break the strike, was literally shipped into the port 26 of Cardiff by the shipowners on a vessel named Lady Jocelyn. Pickets from the dockers’ and railwaymen’s unions stopped the ‘blackleg ship’ from docking and foiled an attempt to bring in ‘blacklegs’ by land. It was akin to a siege. Violence erupted on the picket lines and police and troops were sent in by then Home Secretary Winston Churchill. Fortunately for the union, ports strikes were spreading nationwide ‘like prairie fire’, most notably to London, and the employers could not fight on so many fronts. Even the diehard Lord Devonport, of Tillett’s invective, was forced to settle in London. After two years of almost constant struggle Bevin became a hero of the South Wales dockers, who in 1913 ‘signified their appreciation of the services rendered by presenting Brother Bevin with a gold watch and chain’.3

         Bevin spent a lot of time and energy creating new branches of the dockers’ union virtually from scratch across the south-west. Despite Dorset’s legendary Tolpuddle Martyrs of 1834, sentenced to transportation to Australia for daring to create a union, there was still no West Country trade union movement worth the name eighty years later. In 1913 the dockers’ union had fewer than 500 members in Plymouth; Bevin doubled this number by the outbreak of war in 1914. He scored an unlikely success in Bridgwater’s brick, timber and coal yards, recruiting 2,500 members by 1914 and holding a May Day procession there at which, according to the Dockers’ Record, ‘Brother Bevin was in splendid form’.4

         Bevin was not starting from scratch. He had long ago learned from the Reverend Moffat Logan and Ben Tillett, and perhaps originally from his mother and Mrs Veysey, how to harangue and to cajole, if not always to charm. He had learned from his Bristol university lecturers the political and economic texts to quote and mis-quote as well as any Oxford PPE-ist. He had also honed his keen eye for stunts, 27 which after the war made him the Dockers’ KC. Just as he had led Bristol’s unemployed into the cathedral to protest unemployment, so one of his early stunts in the union was to lead a demonstration, brandishing two apples on a stick, in protest at a drayman being sentenced to prison for taking two apples from a bin on the wharf. It made the front pages of the Bristol papers and there was a retrial.

         Bevin built his union organiser credentials through hard grind: endless slow journeys by train, overnight in cold and damp lodgings, sandwiches and hasty station meals, meetings of half a dozen or a dozen people, week after week and including many weekends. He had two serious breakdowns in these early years and had to take several weeks off work both times. But all this earned him an ‘action man’ reputation and got him the job of assistant national organiser in 1913, and then, a year later, on the eve of the First World War, promotion to become one of the three national organisers. He was now one of the half-dozen men at the head of the union, although he carried on living in Bristol.

         Bevin’s early speeches were full of invective and denunciations. He sang amen to Ben Tillett, proclaiming to the dockers’ union conference in 1912, ‘Capitalism is capitalism as a tiger is a tiger; and both are savage and pitiless towards the weak.’ However, even in these early years, Bevin abhorred political violence. The philosophy of ‘direct action’ to seize power on a national scale through mass strikes – called ‘syndicalism’ at the time – was the gospel of many union and socialist activists in those years, but it was only Bevin’s up to a point. He believed in concerted industrial action to improve workers’ conditions, even to coerce the government, but not to bring down the government or to launch class war.

         Bevin was revolutionary about ends, democratic about means: a 28 constant theme of this biography. His revolutionary goal was what he came to call ‘economic democracy’: an ideal of a classless society based on the equal value of each citizen, but brought about peacefully and not by dictatorship in any form, including the dictatorship of one class over another. As he put it in the Dockers’ Record in 1920, his Methodism in full flow: ‘A new life of liberty and love will take the place of the master-class oppression; men and women will walk in a newer and purer world.’ He addressed the syndicalist issue directly when standing as a Labour candidate in the 1918 general election. ‘I cannot see how you are going to build up a higher civilised state unless there is a fundamental change in the present organisation of society. If my principles are accepted it is a revolution,’ he said, but he immediately added: ‘I stand for a social revolution brought about by a freely elected Parliament.’5

         Bevin was against the First World War, like many Labour and trade union leaders, although most of their rank-and-file disagreed. MacDonald resigned the Labour Party leadership rather than support war, while Bevin spoke on the Downs in Bristol, ‘calling for action by the workers in all countries to prevent war’.6

         Bevin was never a pacifist and was contemptuous of the ‘intellectual’ MacDonald even in those early days, but he was deeply suspicious about the Asquith government’s justification for the war. ‘Personally I decline to cast another vote in this business until I know what really happened,’ he told the first TUC annual conference he attended, in his home city of Bristol in September 1915. Indeed, he was contemptuous of almost all political leaders in these years. He was in the hall when Lloyd George addressed the conference and urged stronger labour support for the war effort, a performance memorably described by Beatrice Webb as ‘exactly like a conjuror’. Bevin’s first 29 TUC speech was made on the final day of the conference. It was a call for a Minister of Labour to be included in the Cabinet, the post he was to hold in the next world war. But Bevin was vehemently against Labour joining Lloyd George’s coalition in 1916, when the party was offered the new Ministry of Labour. In his first Labour Party conference speech in 1917 he vitriolically attacked Arthur Henderson, who had taken over as party leader from MacDonald, and other Labour MPs who joined Lloyd George’s coalition.7
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