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PREFACE





IN THIS book – as in the earlier volume of the same biography published several years ago – I seek to describe the political values which Aneurin Bevan sustained throughout his life and the major political battles in which he engaged. That, I am sure, is what he would have wished anyone writing about him to do.


The earlier volume carried the record from his birth, on 15 November 1897, in Tredegar, in the Welsh county of Monmouthshire, until the moment when he took his place, as Minister of Health, in the Labour Cabinet of 1945. The present volume covers the period from that date until his death in 1960. The two volumes are intended to form a single whole, yet the dividing line between them is sharp, the problems set by each period for the biographer are strangely different (or at least I have found them so), and each volume is also intended to be understandable on its own.


As with the previous volume, Jennie Lee has given me invaluable assistance and guidance, but for this second volume my dependence on her knowledge has been even more continuous and essential. That statement might give rise to misunderstanding. It might be thought or inferred that she may have been the more tempted to impose limitations on what I wished to write. Nothing of the sort has occurred. I have had no dispute with her about any view or judgment I wished to express. Partly that situation has arisen from our general identity of political outlook, but it continued to prevail even in dealing with those occasions when differences between us momentarily emerged. Of course, the responsibility for any errors or mistaken views in the final verdict printed is mine, not hers.


To several others who helped me with the first volume, I must express my thanks again; members of Aneurin Bevan’s family in Tredegar; Archie Lush, his closest friend dating back to the 1920s: Donald Bruce, who was Aneurin Bevan’s Parliamentary Private Secretary between 1945 and 1950, and the late Will Griffiths, who succeeded him in that post; to two of my closest friends in the House of Commons, Tom Driberg, who once again kindly agreed to read the proofs and corrected many errors, and Ian Mikardo who assisted in the same arduous task, and, above all, Elizabeth Thomas whose general surveillance over every aspect of the book’s publication has been indispensable; and to Una Cooze, my secretary, who has greatly eased the work involved and without whom publication at the agreed date could never have been achieved.


Several Members of Parliament in addition to those just mentioned, some civil servants who served at the Ministry of Health, and some of the doctors who participated in the making of the National Health Service have assisted me in different ways which, I trust, appear properly recognized in the text or the footnotes. But three other special debts must be further acknowledged.


For the period between 1951 and 1959, I have had the immeasurable advantage of reading the as yet unpublished diaries of Dick Crossman. He has allowed me to read, and to quote, and to compare my own recollections with his, in a manner for which the word generous seems to be wretchedly inadequate. He has allowed me to study diary entries which he himself had never scrutinized since the particular weeks in which they were written. I am sure the appetites of readers will be whetted for the full Crossman diaries which will take a most notable place in our political literature. But perhaps I should underline here the point which may later appear superfluous: Crossman is not responsible in any sense for my judgments, and vice versa.


Readers of the later sections of the book will also be able to see how much I owe to two other of Nye’s closest friends among journalists, and lest this last category may be thought to qualify the intimacy, let the impression be at once removed. Geoffrey Goodman and K. S. Karol held Nye’s friendship as Socialists as well as journalists, and each of them learned by experience how warm and overwhelming that friendship could be.


In addition to these personal debts I must make particular acknowledgment also of the advantage I have had in reading the unpublished diaries of Hugh Dalton, now in the library of the London School of Economics. Some of the passages from that diary which Dalton himself decided not to publish speak to us now, I believe, with a thunderous significance.


As in the first volume, the most necessary published sources on which I have drawn are Aneurin Bevan’s parliamentary and public speeches, his own book, In Place of Fear, his own journalism, and the files of Tribune. The other main books quoted and used are indicated in the footnotes. One difficulty for the period between 1945 and 1951 is that I could not have had access to the Cabinet minutes for the time, but I hope the implications and the limits of this restriction are also sufficiently indicated in the text.


Perhaps I may be permitted a word also on the form of chronology I have adopted. Partly owing to this lack of access to the Cabinet documents and, more still, because of the desirability of telling the story of the establishment of the National Health Service as a consecutive whole, Chapters Two, Three, Four and Five, in a sense, overlap one another. But thereafter, I trust, the more regular narrative pattern which was followed in Volume One is resumed.


One problem of nomenclature has perpetually baffled me, but the system I have adopted, I trust, will not be found too irritating for the reader. Since this book is primarily a record of political and public events and controversies, almost always I refer to ‘Bevan’. But sometimes the context seemed to forbid this necessary formality. So then, in some circumstances, I call him ‘Nye’, as most of us did. And sometimes the name is spelt ‘Ni’. That was the spelling used by Jennie and his most intimate friends in Tredegar.
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1945







The candidates were not men but principles.


             —THOMAS PAINE1





NO SOCIALIST who saw it will forget the blissful dawn of July 1945. The great war in Europe had ended; the lesser war in Asia might be ending soon. This background to the scene in Britain naturally deepened the sense of release and breath-taking opportunity. And those who had served the British Labour movement for generations, renewing their faith after each disaster, in 1919, 1926 and 1931, had their own special cause for exultation. When the scale of the Labour Party’s victory became known on the night of 26 July, bonfires were lit, people danced in the streets, and young and old crowded into halls all over the country to acclaim their elected standard bearers:






Men met each other with erected look,


The steps were higher that they took;


Friends to congratulate their friends made haste,


And long inveterate foes saluted as they passed 2








Varying elements and expectations combined to make the Labour Party, but one theme united them as never before. Eyes were fixed on the promise of a new society. Suddenly the vision of the Socialist pioneers had been given substance and historic impetus by the radical political ferment of wartime.


Moreover, the victory had been won against all odds and orthodox prophecies; in particular, against the popularity of the most powerful war leader in British history. Winston Churchill had sought to emulate the Lloyd George of 1918; he had revived every well-tried trick of the electoral game, mobilised every engine of publicity, and beat the patriotic drum in the Conservative cause. But somehow the performance looked old-fashioned and fustian. Many observers noted how thoughtfully the British people went to the polls. ‘The national newspapers,’ wrote Aneurin Bevan, in his last article for Tribune before his appointment as Minister of Health in the new administration, ‘have become so accustomed to writing up personalities in place of principles that they have completely lost touch with the people. They persuaded themselves that when they wrote Churchill into their headlines they wrote him on the people’s heart’.3


Bevan’s own verdict on the result summarised his perception of the national instinct which he had long sought to impress upon others. His persistent accusation against the Labour Party leadership since 1940 – indeed since much earlier – was that it had underestimated its national support and been content to play the role of servitors. Now at last the Labour Party could stand erect. ‘The significance of the election,’ Bevan wrote in that same Tribune article, ‘is that the British people have voted deliberately and consciously for a new world, both at home and abroad. In fact they have proved more courageous and far-sighted than their leaders. They had turned their backs on Churchill and his Tory values before their national leaders had realized that they had done so. The General Election was not an argument with the issue in doubt until all sides were heard. It was the registration of a change which had occurred in Britain before the war began. This fact enabled the people to withstand the assault on their emotions. For the first time in our history we have an electorate, adult and responsible, knowing what it wants, with some notion of the difficulties involved in attempting it, and ready to pay the price for the effort.’ Allowing for post-election euphoria, the boast was just. Tories might protest otherwise, but the British people had not been swept off their feet by extravagant pledges. Long before 1945, at every available by-election, the electors had shown the same deliberate demand for change, and the goodwill behind the new Government lasted for years afterwards. The vote for a new world was no mere millennial illusion. Rather, despite all the excitement of the hour, it was a sober judgment on how the national energy displayed in war could be turned to the work of peace; the very discipline of war could be used to buttress the necessary planning for the future. This, with the determination not to permit the disorder, misery and mass unemployment which had followed the 1918 armistice, was the central appeal Labour had made to the nation. If ever in British history, the 1945 election was a victory for clear political principles and ideas, defined with reasonable accuracy in the Party manifesto Let Us Face the Future, presented to the pre-election Party Conference at Blackpool.


When the House of Commons first met, Labour M.P.s, two-thirds of them Members for the first time, celebrated the occasion by singing the Red Flag. Tories were horrified, and the officials of the House went on with the ceremony, much as a polite host continues the conversation after his guest has upset the soup. Mr Herbert Morrison, the new Leader of the House, professed himself ‘mildly disturbed … These youngsters still had to absorb the atmosphere of the House. But I recognized that it was largely first-day high spirits’.4 Yet the spirit was sustained well beyond the first day. Through many subsequent months, the debating chamber was crammed while long queues of visitors waited to see the spectacle. Each Minister in turn introducing great reforms could be assured of a packed House. Hugh Dalton waved the Party manifesto in the face of the spluttering Tories. ‘We are the masters now’ was allegedly the bloodcurdling cry of one well-breeched champion of the sansculottes, Sir Hartley Shawcross.5 M.P.s’ postbags were bigger than ever before. Most new Members were reporting every month or more frequently to their constituency organizations. The whole place tingled with energy and youth. Overnight, Parliament – even the moribund institution elected in 1935, where Aneurin Bevan had often found himself fighting alone or in the company of a handful of fellow rebels – had become unmistakably the great national forum.


For Aneurin Bevan the transformation was especially sweet. He, more forthrightly than anyone else, had prophesied that the Tories would collapse into a period of insignificance, that Churchill himself would be reduced to mortal dimensions. He, without rival, embodied the hopes of the most ardent Labour Party workers. The old pre-1945 Parliamentary Party had never elected him to anything. A bare fifteen months before he had been saved from expulsion from the Party altogether by the narrowest of margins. Now, at the age of forty-seven, he was the youngest member of the Cabinet, charged with the responsibility of dealing with some of the Government’s most urgent domestic tasks in the very office he would have picked for himself. His bitterest enemies foretold early disaster. The demagogue would soon be exposed; how long could it be before that loud mouth betrayed him? Others cynically remarked that the Prime Minister could not afford to leave so savage a tongue unmuzzled on the back benches; cunningly he had been given the most awkward of assignments. Bevan himself had never thought in terms of office. The customary reckonings of politicians were truly foreign to his nature and, in any case, his feuds with his own Party dating back to 1930 and his tempestuous fights against the wartime Coalition made the possibility seem infinitely remote. But now, contrary to all expectation, it had happened. No mercy would be shown him, either by Tories or his own Party, if he failed. If he succeeded, every political prize would come within his reach. It would be beyond human nature if he did not mark the heights and depths surrounding the exposed precipice he had now scaled.


Yet Bevan’s distaste for personal calculation was no pose. No one who witnessed what entranced him in conversation, in argument, in books, in theoretical debate, could doubt that truth. His most constant and genuine interest was the way the world was going or would go or should go and what would happen to those whose aspirations he claimed to make articulate and wished to make effective. As in the early days when he argued with his father or his friend Archie Lush on their long marches across the mountains round Tredegar, so in 1945 he placed his ambitions in a collectivist context.


He was a democratic Socialist, and the 1945 victory meant that the creed of democratic Socialism was facing its supreme test. Stated thus, the assertion was no more than the platitude of every Labour Party platform orator at the time. But Bevan meant something more intricate and fateful. His Socialism was rooted in Marxism; whatever modifications he had made in the doctrine, a belief in the class struggle stayed unshaken. Marxism taught him that society must be changed swiftly, intrepidly, fundamentally, if the transformation was not to be overturned by counter-revolution. His own temperamental impatience fed the same thought, but its mainspring was a Marxist estimate of the character of the class enemy.


Often he lamented: ‘The Tories are soft on the outside and hard on the inside whereas we’re hard on the outside but soft inside.’ This insight contrasted with the outward semblance. The same Tories who could display such beguiling manners towards opponents in the House of Commons Smoking Room would band together and strike remorselessly in a crisis. Socialists, on the other hand, who often showed themselves prickly and inflexible in personal dealings, would panic and surrender at the extreme moment of challenge. All Bevan’s own experience sustained his theory. Labour’s original sin was that it was reverential and deferential. How many working-class leaders had curtsied to Tory dominance and how many more had striven to mimic ruling-class fashions? The deadly weakness could be exorcised only by a most deliberate act of will. The brave new world could not be established without bravery. Even a British revolution could not be made with rose-water. Such phraseology about revolutions and counter-revolutions might seem irrelevant to British conditions, but the reality embedded in it was still true. If British or parliamentary conventions imposed limitations on the pace and scale of the change, it was nonetheless necessary that the progressive forces should be continuously on the offensive. This was the cardinal requirement, and the refusal of democratic Socialists to acknowledge it had so often made them craven and contemptible.


Yet the democracy in Bevan’s Socialism was no less vibrant than his hard Marxist analysis of how ruthless the contest might be. All his own experience – in the pre-war struggles for the unemployed, within the unions, within the Labour Party, against the Churchill Coalition – fortified his hatred of oligarchy and irresponsible authority. Liberal economics had been exposed as sterile and self-defeating but the liberal virtues, protecting the right to heresy and free debate, retained an eternal validity. On the need for Socialists to capture the central state power Bevan took the orthodox Marxist view; any lesser ambition should be condemned as deceptive or frivolous – a favourite word in his vast vocabulary of scorn – for it involved leaving decisive weapons in the hands of the enemy. But on the issue of how Socialists should use and distribute the power once gained he dismissed the orthodox Communists as philosophically arid or illiterate.


‘The purpose of getting power,’ he often repeated, ‘is to be able to give it away.’ Democracy was both an end and a means. It was no outworn, bourgeois pretence, but the most sophisticated method of government, the potentialities of which had hardly been scratched. A continuous democratic process was essential for human dignity in modern societies. The Marxist theory of the state was inescapable, but the liberal criticism of it would re-emerge. Somehow a synthesis must be devised. What adequate checks could there be on exorbitant power but thriving democratic institutions? Once destroyed, how could those institutions ever be restored? And if they could be used to secure fundamental changes by persuasion and argument instead of force and bloodshed, how much more beneficent and enduring the victory could be? No nation had ever accomplished the feat; Britain, and perhaps only Britain, could set the example. Here the British democratic tradition, deriving from the Levellers and the Chartists, was grafted onto Bevan’s Marxism. It could make him at times into a boastful or at least a passionate patriot, summoning to his aid forgotten voices from English and, more particularly, Welsh history.


Thus, by a quite different theoretical road than others had travelled before him, Bevan had become a convinced champion of Parliament as an institution.6 He would accept neither the wholesale  rejection of parliamentary methods occasionally prevalent on the Left nor the more qualified criticism of those who sought to use them while never abating their cynical derision. Yet he had certainly not, as Carlyle said of Gladstone, ‘gone irrecoverably into House of Commons shape’. He had studied the instrument much more sceptically than the bulk of the Labour Party, and the language in which he stated his conviction showed how far removed was his idea of the institution from that which appears in the textbooks. ‘The issue in a capitalist democracy resolves itself into this: either poverty will use democracy to win the struggle against property, or property, in fear of poverty, will destroy democracy … The function of parliamentary democracy, under universal franchise, historically considered, is to expose wealth-privilege to the attack of the people. It is a sword pointed at the heart of property-power. The arena where the issues are joined is Parliament.’7


Could the sword be driven home? Would the sword be driven home? Bevan knew all the restraints and perils – how the apparatus of the Commons was weighted against the pressure for change, how the House of Lords retained an immense reservoir of power which property could still invoke, how the very style of parliamentary eloquence ‘slurs and mutes the deep antagonisms which exist in society’. Parliamentary action offered Socialists no guarantee of success; rather, the chance of success might be no more than slender. Bare wisdom demanded that this fact should be recognized. ‘The Socialist dare not invoke the authority of Parliament in meeting economic difficulties unless he is prepared to exhaust its possibilities. If he does not, if he acts nervelessly, without vigour, ingenuity and self-confidence, then it is upon him and his that the consequences will alight. He will have played his last card and lost, and, in the loss, parliamentary institutions themselves will be engulfed. Boldness in words must be matched by boldness in deeds or the result will be universal malaise, a debilitation of the public will, and a deep lassitude spreading throughout all the organs of administration. Audacity is the mood that should prevail among Socialists as they apply the full armament of democratic values to the problems of the times.’ These words appeared in Bevan’s book, In Place of Fear, published in 1952. But the early chapters had been drafted in 1944 and 1945 and they represented a political testament which he had formed in the 1929 Parliament and never wished to dilute throughout the rest of his life.


The sword was unsheathed in 1945. The interaction between poverty, property and democracy, which was Bevan’s individual elaboration of the Marxist prophecy, had to be played out on a climacteric scale. He was one of the many who had expounded the dream of a new society which a Labour Government would seek to introduce. He was one of a very few with a clearly-defined philosophy of what the transfer of power must mean and what hazards it would encounter. Other adversaries of the new Government might arise, from the circumstances of the age, from famine-threatened Europe, from Russia, from America; who could tell? But one inescapable enemy was here at home. The Party of property was wounded, but not killed, and still had at its bidding all the main agencies of mass propaganda. Would his fellow Cabinet Ministers show the necessary nerve and stomach for the fight? Nothing that he had ever thought or said about them suggested that they would suddenly emerge as men capable of conducting an unprecedented democratic revolution. However, the war and the electoral victory, so shattering and complete, had given a fresh momentum to politics. In such a climate, Lilliputians might grow to Brobdignagian stature.


*


Within the new Government the rancours of the past were quickly buried. The comradeship of the election and the victory produced emollient effects, and few jealousies were reopened in the disposition of offices. Rumour hinted that some friends of Herbert Morrison had wished to intervene on his behalf before Clement Attlee was summoned to Buckingham Palace as the new Prime Minister. But the manoeuvre, if it was ever started, was quite ineffective and left no trace except a nasty taste in the mouth of Ernest Bevin. Attlee’s leadership was undisputed. At the outset he chose three others as his closest associates, wielding final power – Ernest Bevin, Foreign Secretary, Hugh Dalton, Chancellor of the Exchequer, and Herbert Morrison, Leader of the House of Commons. Soon a fourth, Stafford Cripps, President of the Board of Trade, was knocking on this inner door. And just occasionally, the 8o-year-old Lord Addison, Leader of the Labour Party in the House of Lords, slipped in at Attlee’s special invitation – much to the annoyance of Bevan who was still kept outside. Cripps had been Bevan’s chief political friend and ally in the thirties, but the old intimacy had not been sustained in the last years of the war. With Attlee, Bevin and Morrison, Bevan had, at one time or another, fought bitter, rasping, near-mortal duels. So in the 1945 Cabinet, as so often before in his political life, he looked a lonely figure. Yet the old quarrels were truly forgotten and, during the months and years that followed, both he and his chief colleagues made reappraisals of one anothers’ characters.


When Attlee summoned Bevan to Downing Street to make the appointment, the words of the leader were characteristically laconic. ‘I made it clear,’ says Attlee, ‘he was starting with me with a clean sheet.’ Then the prospect was embroidered. ‘You are the youngest member of the Cabinet. Now it’s up to you. The more you can learn the better.’8 And one thing Bevan did learn – a new, intermittent respect for Attlee himself. Before 1939 and since, Bevan had frequently been driven to desperation by what he construed as Attlee’s total incapacity to devise or seize an initiative – his refusal to seek out new ways for the overthrow of Chamberlain, his acceptance of a status of utter subordination to Churchill, his sheer, unshiftable, contented immobility. Had not this same Attlee believed right up till the moment when the votes were counted, despite the great Leftward swing of the times, that the Tories would still ‘pull it off’? He was the beneficiary of a victory he had done little to contrive and his mask of insensibility did not suddenly drop in 1945. He remained ill-at-ease on the platform or in Parliament, often giving an exhibition of feebleness or reducing great matters to the most meagre aspect. But, of course, there was another Attlee and Bevan now began to see him at work. His light shone best under a bushel. Behind the scenes, his sharp, cryptic manner assisted the despatch of business within both the Cabinet and the whole administration. Generally he allowed his Ministers to get on with their own jobs unmolested, and Bevan made the most of the dispensation. When he needed Cabinet backing for his own biggest decisions, he soon learnt to appreciate Attlee’s leading virtue. The mind, however unadventurous, was usually open and unprejudiced; a case presented with close argument and detailed facts had a good chance of winning on its merits. On all the matters affecting his own department, Bevan went to the Cabinet well briefed. Attlee could be won as an ally.


Sometimes, in an effusive mood, Bevan would concede that Attlee brought the same virtue to the governance of his Party. As the controversies about the proper speed of advance and between Right and Left re-emerged, Attlee at least had the advantage that he was associated with no faction. ‘It’s very dangerous to be the centre of a small circle,’ he once said himself9 and the rule was generally preserved; only Ernest Bevin had a special access to and influence upon ‘the little man’. Perhaps a sphinx was the only emblem which could lead the Labour Party. If he gave no wink to the Left, the same stony reproach was bestowed on the Right. Attlee did hold the balance between the two. He appointed Bevan to his office in defiance of all the hierarchical expectations within the Parliamentary Party, and backed him thereafter for his competence. Others who might have expected protection owing to their Party status were ruthlessly removed. The centre of gravity within the Parliamentary Party had moved Leftwards with the election and Attlee moved with it. Once in the Smoking Room Attlee joined Bevan and a few associates. ‘What will you have, sir?’ asked the waiter. ‘A small sherry, please,’ said the abstemious Attlee. ‘Sweet or dry?’ persisted the waiter. ‘Medium, of course,’ insisted Bevan, before Attlee could speak for himself. Considering the usual balance of forces within the Party, the designation was intended more as a compliment than an insult.


‘The key to his [Attlee’s] character lies, I think,’ wrote one who knew him best in those years, ‘in the fact that he is a true solitary. He requires less than most men the support of others. He will listen, he will consider their points of view, but once he has decided on the course to be followed he is completely sustained by his own inner strength.’10 The sentences contain one essential strand of the truth. Attlee was the Prime Minister whom nobody knew. He bore his immense individual burden with an amazing, almost carefree, fortitude. He made many great decisions, especially in those early years – in rallying the United States to help avert world-wide famine, over India, in the organization of his Government. But few, if any, members of his Cabinet would have accepted the picture of a lofty and lonely eminence exuding his carefully husbanded vitality and sagacity by some impalpable process throughout his whole administration. He gave no hint that he understood the need to sustain the allegiance of the nation; communication between him and the public was to be conducted by telepathy. He never seemed to realize that the engine of government must be refuelled with popular support and Party enthusiasm, or at least he regarded the work of stoker as too menial for himself to engage in. When one Minister after another – Shinwell, Cripps, Bevan, Strachey – became the targets of bitter, malignant hostility from the Tory Opposition and press, Attlee would never use his prestige to assist them; rather his withdrawal and silence became more marked. Was this caution or skilful calculation? Or was it a less worthy preference for not becoming bespattered in the hurly-burly of the political battle? Never once did he summon his Ministers together for a free, uninhibited discussion of the grand strategy of his Government. The conduct of business, the exchange of ideas, was kept rigorously within the formal precincts of Whitehall and Westminster. ‘It was quite impossible,’ wrote Morrison, ‘to approach near enough to get inside his mind and to know what he was really thinking, at any rate what he would be thinking in a few days.’11 True, Morrison had his own particular grouse against the man who had beaten him for the leadership. But Dalton and Cripps, with increasing irritation, even Bevin occasionally, made the same complaint. Was it a wiry toughness or just lack of imagination which kept Attlee cool to the point of obliviousness in a crisis? No one has ever unravelled the riddle.


Bevan made the attempt, so far as conditions would permit. Attlee, after all, had shown towards him in 1945 a conspicuous act of magnanimity, and the promise of a start with a clean sheet was honourably fulfilled. There were moments when the association between the two men trembled on the edge of a warmer friendship, and much might have developed differently in the Labour Party if the chasm had been crossed. But just as suddenly the moments passed. Attlee would stress the need for teamwork in some excruciating, cricketing metaphor, or he would seek to rally the Parliamentary Party with the moral uplift of a public school speech day. Affinities with Bevan could be ruptured in a matter of seconds by these prissy exhibitions. Attlee could reek of the suburban middle-class values which Bevan detested. And often Bevan could become as outraged as Morrison by Attlee’s inscrutability. The difference was that, whereas Morrison nursed his resentments, Bevan could roar with laughter. ‘You want to know Attlee,’ he would cry to assembled guests when the conversation had turned to this topic after a good dinner at his home. ‘We’ll show you. Read Hazlitt’s essay on Pitt. Make a few cuts to exclude the tributes to the man’s eloquence and the cap fits perfectly.’ Then he would take down from his shelf the volume which I had given him and relish each word.


‘The character of Mr Pitt was, perhaps, one of the most singular that ever existed. With few talents, and fewer virtues, he acquired and preserved in one of the most trying situations and in spite of all opposition, the highest reputation for the possession of every moral excellence … This he did (strange as it appears) by a negation (together with the common virtues) of the common vices of human nature … Having no strong feelings, no distinct perceptions, his mind having no link, as it were, to connect it with the world of external nature, every subject presented to him nothing more than a tabula rasa on which he was at liberty to lay whatever colouring of language he pleased; having no general principles, no comprehensive view of things, no moral habits of thinking, no system of action, there was nothing to hinder him from pursuing any particular purpose, by any means that offered; having never any plan, he could not be convicted of inconsistency, and his own pride and obstinacy were the only rules of his conduct. Having no insight into human nature, no sympathy with the passions of men, or apprehension of their real designs, he seemed perfectly insensible to the consequences of things, and would believe nothing until it actually happened. The fog and haze in which he saw everything communicated itself to others; and the total indistinctness and uncertainty of his own ideas tended to confound the perceptions of his hearers more effectually than the most ingenious misrepresentations could have done.’12 So the recital could continue, page after page, and as the night wore on the fantasy of Attlee’s leadership could provoke still wilder merriment. Only the bovine English could have brought forth such a Mirabeau to guide the beginnings of their Revolution. Here was no Lenin leading the masses but rather Labour’s Lord Liverpool, the Arch-Mediocrity delineated by Disraeli: ‘He was peremptory on small questions, and the great ones he left open.’ Disraeli, it was happily agreed at last, had outdone even Hazlitt.


These caricatures may seem especially grotesque to those who, unconsciously perhaps, have grown accustomed to a quite different picture of the man often regarded as the most successful of Labour leaders. A model Prime Minister, an incorruptible Walpole, an assiduous, painstaking Melbourne, an unflamboyant Palmerston; a firm master of his Party, keeping the ranks united while he remained in charge and only condemned to watch their disarray once he departed; lacking Churchill’s grand manner, but his superior at the council table where Churchill talked too freely; a man of few words but each precisely chosen; and a leader of men who picked and controlled his Cabinet as carefully as his words. Such is the paragon with which the nation later became increasingly familiar. What a Prime Minister should be and what a Prime Minister should do was elaborated in a vast spate of articles by Lord Attlee himself (in his later retirement laconicism edged towards garrulity) and the resulting composite all-purpose Premier bears a striking likeness to what Lord Attlee must have thought himself to be. The dazzling self-portrait has been approved almost without demur. Yet those who lived through the years after 1945 cannot suppress doubts. Who would regard the memoirs of St Helena as the authentic record of the Napoleonic Empire – especially if they were written by a Napoleon who had outlived most of his Marshals? There is a danger that the Attlee verdicts on Dalton, Morrison, Bevin, Cripps, Bevan and the others will be accepted as final. Yet all these, with the single conceivable exception of Bevin, would object. For them, the enigma grew ever more incomprehensible with the years. Each in a different way was battered and bruised by the ordeal of politics whereas Attlee seemed immune, almost disinterested. They might be embroiled in a dispute which had half the nation by the ears. No word, nothing more than a nod in the corridor, would come from their leader. The captain of the team resembled more a reasonably impartial umpire. Often he had become so solitary that no one knew he was there.


Still, at the outset particularly, the remoteness of the Prime Minister did have its advantages. Bevan, new to a government department, was both surprised and gratified to discover how free he was left to make his own plans. The occasion of his first rebuke from Downing Street left him all the more dumbfounded. In January 1946, he was summoned to a royal banquet at St James’s Palace where he became the first man in history to attend such a function in a navy blue lounge suit. The invitation, issued by the Lord Steward, bore in the left-hand bottom corner: ‘Dress, Dinner Jacket. Day dress. Service uniform.’ Permission to wear day dress had been included to accommodate some guests from abroad, but no one except Bevan availed himself of the provision. Bevan had never worn a dinner jacket in his life and since he regarded it as the livery of the ruling class he did not want to start. Must he spend precious clothing coupons or resort to Moss Bros for the purpose of making himself look foolish? This would be for him the acme of vulgarity – another of his favourite words. He resolved to set a new fashion or rather to sustain the old fashion of the Wales of his youth. Of course the newspapers made a sensation of it, but at the banquet itself hardly an eyebrow was raised.


More comic was the hitherto unrecorded sequel which Jennie Lee recalls. Attlee, it seemed, more than the monarch or the Lord Steward, was the man most gravely offended. He took Bevan aside after a Cabinet meeting to express his displeasure, accompanied with entreaties that the solecism should not be repeated. As the next royal occasion approached, representations from Downing Street were renewed. At last Bevan considered yielding; most grudgingly he had come to the conclusion that it was not worth mounting the barricades for a suit. He had discussed the situation with Jennie who recollects saying that ‘it seems impossible for the Attlees of this world to understand just what we do and why we do it in our own way’. Nye, Jennie continues, would not go to the lengths of being fitted, less still would he submit to wearing hired clothes. ‘So I crossed Sloane Square to Peter Jones who at that time had a men’s department on the ground floor and who had had his measurements and selected a suit.’ A few days later, however, she had a chance meeting with Mrs Attlee in the corridor of the House of Commons. Mrs Attlee had heard from her husband that Nye had reluctantly agreed to stifle his prejudices. But the barbed pleasure with which she gleefully announced that she could not wait to see Nye in a dinner jacket was too much for Jennie, and for Nye too when he heard the report. He would go to Buckingham Palace in his Sunday best which should be good enough for anyone. And the new dinner jacket hung for ever, unused, in his cupboard, a permanent emblem of the imperfect sympathy prevailing between the new Prime Minister and his Minister of Health.


Altered relationships with the other main figures in the Government played their part in shaping the new life on which Bevan was embarked. Ernest Bevin, the roughest and most formidable of his Labour opponents in pre-war and Coalition days, never became a friend, but the two men saw one another in a new setting and wished to avoid fresh collisions if they could.13 Bevin, it seems, had been greatly struck by an incident which had occurred when he was still Minister of Labour and when Bevan had come on a deputation to protest against some aspect of Bevin’s manpower policy. The deputation’s criticisms were at first delivered in a manner which Bevin found quite unimpressive. ‘“It was just words,” he said, “it hadn’t any guts to it. They made up their minds without looking at the evidence and they wouldn’t be satisfied with what was possible – only with what sounded high-falutin.” Then, after the quarrel had raged for some time, Bevan threw back his head and laughed. “Chuck it, boys,” he said. “He’s too downy a bird for us to pull that particular wool over his eyes. I’ll tell him what we really must have. And I’ll show you how you can give it to us, Bevin, and why you ought to.” “And he did,” said Bevin. “He told the others to keep quiet and put up a case that I could meet and had to meet. And I said to myself: There’s some stuffin’ in that fellow. He’s got sense as well as blarney. Me and him can do business”.’14


Bevin made the claim that he had persuaded Attlee to put Bevan in charge of housing. Attlee denied it. It was Ernest Bevin’s way to imagine that the universe was kept moving not solely by his major excursions in policy but hardly less by the hints and half-hints of wisdom dropped casually in his ceaseless monologue. The egotism was gargantuan, yet oddly inoffensive, almost endearing. Partly it was an expression of his working-class arrogance, his confidence that his own class had the right and capacity to rule – rare qualities which Bevan certainly found attractive and sadly needed in a Labour administration where it was jokingly supposed that education at Attlee’s Haileybury or some lesser public school was the surest passport to office. On the domestic disputes in which Bevan was involved he found that Bevin, like Attlee, could be secured as an ally, or at least kept neutral. In fact, often enough, Bevin was Attlee. It would be folly to overlook the powerful authority of this composite figure.


Yet within a few months, even weeks after the formation of the Government, Ernest Bevin was plunged into his long, intractable dispute with the Soviet Union which cast its shadow across the whole foreign scene in the years following 1945. The interests of Britain and Russia seemed to jostle and conflict at one point after another – in Persia, Greece, Poland, Germany and elsewhere. And since Bevin developed as his policy for dealing with the situation one which bore a striking likeness to that of the Churchill Coalition in its dying months, and since Bevan had been Churchill’s principal critic, early clashes between the two might have been expected. Yet Bevan would not accept the conventional criticisms of Ernest Bevin’s foreign policy which soon stirred on the Left wing of the Labour Party, and his reticence was not due to an unwillingness to face a fight in the Cabinet in which he knew he could muster little support. His criticism of the ‘great power’ politics of the latter period of the war had been directed at Stalin as well as Churchill. Other nations, the smaller nations, had a right to breathe and might reveal a surer wisdom than their towering masters. Britain herself, now the chief of the smaller nations rather than the third of the giants, had her own individual contribution to make to the world, and the fact that in the early months Soviet hostility was directed more against Britain even than against America suggested that the Communists might be reverting to their old line of selecting social democracy as their paramount enemy. Moreover, other features in Stalin’s post-war policy could arouse in Bevan nothing but loathing. He would not condone or excuse the savage persecution of social democrats and peasant parties in Eastern Europe, and the apparent desire of Stalin to condemn the Germans to eternal penury offended against every principle of international Socialism and humanity – especially at a moment when Germany was starving and when the effort to stave off famine and epidemics in Europe was imposing the gravest handicaps on Britain’s own recovery. Bevan had many individual doubts about the Government’s handling of these issues, but he would not see Bevin butchered to make a Stalin holiday. Incidentally, he would have cut his own political throat if he had tried and he had no intention of obliging those who wished to see him finally achieve the feat.


What he refused to do was to suppress his fascination with the wide post-war scene and his eagerness to influence it. He was always determined to look on the world with his own eyes, and his junior status in the Cabinet could not put a curb on his tongue. Many of Bevin’s individual responses to events could be defended but, to Bevan, his general vision seemed cramped and blinkered. Right from those first months Bevan found himself out of sympathy with the twin fears that seemed to govern and, in his judgment, to warp British policy, as approved by Bevin-Attlee, the Foreign Office and the Tory Opposition led by Churchill. The first strand in this orthodox doctrine sought to define Soviet policy; so potently aggressive was it considered to be that, given half a chance, Soviet legions would sweep across Europe to the Channel. Bevan always believed this fear was a figment. Soviet policy, however barbaric in its implementation, was defensive in its purpose. Stalin was no gambler. The idea that his war-weary countrymen and his war-shaken economy could suddenly be impelled into a course of the wildest adventure could not appeal to anyone who had studied the facts of the immediate case or the facts of Soviet history.


It was the second fear, however, which distorted British policy more seriously. To hold the Russians in check it was supposed to be necessary to have American support, and the spectre with which Ernest Bevin constantly alarmed the Cabinet was that the Americans would withdraw into isolation once more, as they had done after 1918. Their helter-skelter demobilization after 1945 gave substance to the argument, but Bevan was never impressed. He was convinced that the Americans had come to Europe and the other continents to stay (he had been saying exactly that since about 194315), and the new presence would not be found wholly advantageous. They would bring with them their own national interests, purposes, political methods and philosophy. Was it contended that these were identical with Britain’s? No Socialist could sustain the proposition. Democratic Socialism, if it had any virility, would have serious arguments to settle with the Americans no less than with the Russians. Since the Americans were as aggressively capitalist as the Russians were aggressively Communist, this conclusion could be deduced from first principles.


But Bevan could make no headway with these formulations. The new Labour Cabinet, under Attlee’s chairmanship, had little inclination, little patience and, to do it more credit, little time to spare for Bevan’s theorising. He, in turn, waited (as we shall see) for the moments when he might be able to relate theory to the practical choices in which alone his practical colleagues were interested. His mind worked the opposite way from theirs, and he never ceased to lament that the outlawed discussions on more long-distant aims might have saved much trouble and even time in the end. Of course, the expediencies of political life, especially in the realm of foreign policy, must be permitted to modify principle. Bevan was no purist, objecting to all taint of compromise; he knew that to be a recipe for impotence. Yet allegiance to principle was the safeguard against losing one’s way altogether and no worthwhile guiding principle could be constructed from a series of modifications. The chronic failing of politicians was to live from week to week and hand to mouth. The empiricists could easily flounder. That was the plight in which Bevin soon found himself over another great issue – Palestine – and even he could not claim that all the trouble there was due to the Russians jogging his elbow. The truth was that the new Foreign Secretary who boasted of his pragmatical commonsense placed himself at the mercy of his permanent officials. He looked so masterful and paraded his personal authority; but precisely because he scorned theory and principle, others were able to impose their theories and principles upon him. Once when Aneurin Bevan saw Ernest Bevin enmeshed in makeshifts he commented: ‘He’s a big bumble bee caught in a web and he thinks he’s the spider.’16


This last remark was made to an appreciative Hugh Dalton whose ear was always cocked to receive mischievous comment about his colleagues as his tongue was restless in repeating it. When Dalton was friendly it was hard not to join the mirth provoked by those stentorian confidences. (‘What a pity!’ said Seymour Cocks when Dalton was not appointed Foreign Secretary. ‘That would have put an end to secret diplomacy.’) Dalton on the crest of the wave – and in the first two years after 1945 he rode higher than any other Minister – had the panache which the Government so much needed. His spirit of aggression against the Tories satisfied the most exacting standards. The song in his heart was no egotistical solo; it swelled to a Socialist anthem. Even if Bevan, in charge of one of the chief spending departments, had not his own good reasons for securing a firm alliance with the Chancellor of the Exchequer, he could hardly fail to respond to such a display of extrovert gusto.


Dalton recorded in his diary, quite early in the Government’s life: ‘Bevan and I are on very good terms just now. I find him much brighter than most of them. We shouted at each other across the Cabinet table last week. He had been speaking at some length about Germany and reparations. I said, “I have studied this question. I don’t just ooze a lot of flabby generalities”. The P.M. then closured this exchange. Bevan and I looked thunder at each other for about thirty seconds. Then grins broke through. I scribbled him a note saying, “As half a real Welshman, born in Glamorgan, to a real half Welshman, born in Monmouth, we must allow for these poor Saxons failing to understand our Celtic high spirits”. He wrote back, quick as a flash, “As one bastard to another, I accept your apology”.’17 Dalton, although born in Neath, was about as Welsh as Oliver Cromwell, whom, however, Bevan was often eager to claim as a compatriot. He was never quite prepared to grant the same rare distinction to Dalton. The unholy alliance between the two so speedily signed and ratified still had an escape clause. Dalton ‘down’ could be a very different man from Dalton ‘up’, and Dalton as an enemy could soon efface any memory that he had ever been a friend. If fierce internal battles ever broke out afresh, if it came to a crisis, who could tell where Dalton would be? He might resume the other stance which he appeared to think suited his brash cunning – a cloven hoof in both camps. Yet in 1945 and 1946 all such memories or premonitions were banished. Dalton at the Treasury provided the resources and no small part of the drive behind Labour’s great reforming measures. It is the achievement that can never be taken from him.


One other bond brought Dalton and Bevan together – the omnipresent, omnivorous, ever-vigilant, ever-meddling Herbert Morrison. Bevan did not, as Morrison supposes, ‘on occasion conceive a feeling of hatred for me’.18 Morrison, Bevan would often agree, had his uses. He would give and take. Reconciliations between the two were almost as frequent as their rows. If Attlee kept himself too remote from Party considerations, Morrison more than made good the deficiency. Hatred would be too strong a term; an irrepressible irritation would be a more accurate description of the emotion he aroused among many of his colleagues. Morrison’s way of working offended all Bevan’s instincts. He positively enjoyed committees and welcomed their proliferation, especially if he was appointed or self-appointed as chairman, as he frequently was. Then, if he failed to get his way at one encounter, he would seek a replay elsewhere. A contest with Morrison was rarely a knock-out competition; the struggle for points went on until the end of the season. He was also an incurable snapper-up of unconsidered trifles. Bevan called him ‘the Cockney sparrow’, pecking for crumbs wherever he could find them.


Partly these harsh judgments arose from the nature of the case. For Morrison was Leader of the House, Lord President of the Council, Deputy Prime Minister, in Dalton’s words ‘a sort of informal Boss of the Home Front, interfering with everybody and everything’. He had some title to invade other people’s preserves, especially Bevan’s. He regarded himself as the champion of the local authorities whom Bevan was soon accused of treating roughly. Conflict was inevitable. In most of Bevan’s early arguments affecting his own department, Morrison was his chief critic. Yet when Bevan discovered that the ebullient Dalton and the long-suffering Stafford Cripps shared his annoyance, Morrison’s opposition could be borne. ‘A man cannot be too careful,’ said Oscar Wilde, ‘in the choice of his enemies.’ But, again, enemy is too fierce a word. It was rather that the constant buzz of intrigue and manipulation which surrounded Morrison’s activities, the patent display of his anxiety lest someone might be out-smarting him, was wearing on the nerves. And yet, oddly, this same Morrison has written an autobiography in which a gnawing ambition for higher office or a wider Whitehall empire and a taste for the darker corners of the political workshop are attributed to almost everyone but himself. Others might stoop to conquer, but never he. The world has had to await this remarkable volume for the soul of Labour’s Don Quixote to be unbosomed. In 1945 no glimpse of such profundities was available.


Attlee had in fact picked Morrison for the job he could do best. The art of leading the House of Commons may not be so vastly different from that of managing a Party; at least the two functions overlap. And yet the most successful Leaders of the House – Stanley Baldwin, for instance – have seemed to make a virtue out of a certain indolence, a readiness to let the curious moods of the place seep in through the pores. Morrison never had that; probably, in view of Labour’s huge legislative programme, the luxury could not be afforded. Morrison lived politics, ate politics, dreamt politics, devoured statistics for breakfast and Cabinet papers late into the night. He was the great planner before there was any real planning machine in existence and while he himself barely recognized the necessity for creating one. His substitute for a guiding hand or a real grip was a finger in every pie. Objection from the other cooks was understandable.


Of all the leading Ministers, Stafford Cripps was the only one with whom Bevan had had close political association in the past. From about 1942 onwards this intimacy had faded. Cripps clearly had been unable to express even tacit sympathy with Bevan’s criticism of the Coalition, and Bevan in turn felt that Cripps had forfeited some political influence by his readiness to accept subordinate administrative office under Churchill. Moreover, the post-war Cripps was a different man from the pre-war Cripps. His sojourn in the Soviet Union as ambassador had profoundly altered his political outlook; the Marxist veneer which had once supplied a crude cover for his Christian Socialism was now removed. But Cripps did retain his political glamour as a public man of irreproachable, independent rectitude, and his air of commanding authority marked him out from the start both in the Cabinet and the Commons as one who would play an increasingly dominant part in the administration. Owing to their old friendship, he and Bevan could talk to one another in a different language than they used to others; it was through Cripps, for example, that Bevan urged successfully that George Strauss, the third in the triumvirate expelled from the Party in 1939, should be given office.


The rest of the Cabinet noted the special relationship between Cripps and Bevan and were inclined also to misunderstand its significance. ‘Nye was, of course, a very attractive character but very difficult,’ Attlee has written. ‘It was to the credit of Stafford Cripps that he kept Nye running in a straight and narrow path of loyalty for five years.’19 Attlee has also written: ‘Nye was much attached to Stafford, who could talk to him like an uncle. He always had a great respect for what he said and Stafford could argue him out of his attitudes and get him to see the whole picture.’20 Such scenes do not sound probable. Maybe the impression derives more from what Cripps told Attlee he had told Bevan. Morrison gives a countervailing and possibly more perspicacious judgement. ‘Nye Bevan,’ he says, ‘was able to persuade that brilliant Crippsian mind, so insuperable in a court of law or at a conference, to take second thoughts. This was the reason why Bevan got away with more and more money for his beloved health schemes in the 1945–50 Government.’21 The truth was that the inner relationship between the two men, even in the thirties when the ostensible signs suggested otherwise, had never been that of leader and follower. Bevan never acknowledged a political uncle in his life. The two men always talked as equals. What Bevan admired in Cripps, apart from his prodigious brain-power, was his political cleanness, his courage, his sense of urgency, his utter contempt for the petty ways of politics, his resolve to grapple with the most intractable problems. True, Cripps could also behave as if he had just strolled down from Sinai and would expound what was written on the tablets of stone for the benefit of Aaron and the others who might not otherwise be able to understand. True also he not merely despised the worshippers of the golden calf but had more than his share of the rich man’s lofty unawareness of the mundane anxieties that afflict other people – this combined with a burning idealistic determination to do all in his power to banish poverty from the face of the earth. He could infuriate Bevan as much as the others but Bevan had appreciated long before the others Cripps’s true mettle. It was certainly important, in the first years after 1945, that the long-standing mutual respect could be reawakened.


So Bevan was not as isolated in the Attlee Cabinet as at first glance might appear. Old antagonisms had abated; new personal responses and alliances had not been formed. And there were several others around the table who were either ready to support Bevan’s particular schemes or looked to him for backing in their own departmental measures – for example, Arthur Greenwood, charged with a general survey over the social services, a man whose kindness and geniality had always prevented political quarrels with Bevan from developing into personal bitterness; Ellen Wilkinson at the Ministry of Education who had been an occasional ally on the Left in the thirties and whom Bevan sought to sustain against Morrison in her fight to fulfil Labour’s pledge to raise the school-leaving age; or Emanuel Shinwell at the Ministry of Fuel. Shinwell and Bevan had often been bracketed together by the newspapers as natural Left-wing confederates. They were the two leading members of the Cabinet uncommitted to the projected Coalition policies for the post-war world. Churchill himself had many old scores to pay off for their hostility to the wartime administration. They had been entrusted with the most perilous of the domestic tasks of the Government – whether deliberately only Attlee could know. The assumption of the journalists had some basis. But, in fact, the relationship between the two had always been cool, if not cold. Each had always been wary about the other; often they found themselves thrown together, but almost as often they had veered away from a political companionship. All these varying shades in the association of Bevan with his principal colleagues have their significance in his story. But some governing features of the general political situation were more important. The new Government was incomparably stronger in personnel and public backing than the Labour Governments of 1924 and 1929. An eagerness to carry through Labour’s declared programme infused the Cabinet no less than the Parliamentary Party. A sense of purpose supplied the cement for a true unity.


*


Aneurin Bevan’s entry into the Ministry of Health was naturally watched with curiosity and some alarm by his civil servants. What would the wild man do? His first act was to sink into the too-well-upholstered leather chair provided for the Minister. ‘This won’t do,’ he said sweetly, ‘it drains all the blood from the head and explains a lot about my predecessors.’ The chair was changed. After a few weeks some of the top civil servants were also changed. But any fears of a boorish intruder vanished. He was positively gentle. The one place where he schooled his temper most successfully was within his ministerial department. The gentleness was not some opening gambit; it persisted. His officials saw a side of him which many opponents and colleagues never suspected was there at all.


Always throughout his life he had a congenital distaste for ringing bells to summon somebody. It was not that he did not want service – he liked the best – but something in the habit offended his notion of good manners towards those who could not complain. So he would walk to the outer office and ask for Mr Blank, or stroll along the passage and invade his officials in their own rooms. Nothing  was further from his purpose than a false informality; rather, he could be almost stiffly correct. Rarely, if ever, did he bring his permanent officials back to his home. The point was that he liked to settle as much business as possible by discussion and contention, exploiting to the full his outstanding gift for near word-perfect recollection of what he had heard said. His hyper-sensitive ear saved reams of paper. When a major decision had to be taken, and especially in the early weeks and months at the Ministry, his method was to invite his officials, separately or together, to state their case. He listened with barely an interruption; then he probed; then he pressed again to ensure that no potential difficulties had been held back in reserve. As in open debate, he preferred to concentrate upon the strongest argument which might be used against him, leaving the weaker ones to fall by the wayside. Then when he understood the full mind of his official, he spent lavish time attempting to make equally sure that the official knew his. Thus he illustrated in practice the importance he always attached to first principles, and thus the principles of action were settled and the chances of misinterpretation of what he wanted were reduced to the minimum.


Sir John Wrigley, Deputy-Secretary in charge of the housing programme, who described the process to me, said that at first it could be unnerving. Bevan could recall what he had heard at previous conversations much better than anything he had read. But the time and trouble saved eventually was invaluable. Bevan, says Sir John, relieved himself of an enormous amount of ‘case’ work with which other Ministers sometimes found themselves smothered. The officials whose trust he had gained and to whom it was given knew clearly the doctrine he wanted applied and were left free to apply it without much interference. Sir John Hawton, who had been Deputy-Secretary in charge of the post-war plans on the health side of the Ministry since 1942, gives the same testimony. He himself had become a strong advocate of a free and comprehensive Health Service, and Bevan’s arrival was a thrilling and uncovenanted blessing. Both testify that he was an easy master, considerate but exciting, and the same verdict was passed by many others. ‘He sold himself to the Ministry within a fortnight,’ said Sir Wilson Jameson, Chief Medical Officer of Health at the time. ‘I never heard any senior civil servant speak anything but good of him,’ confirmed Sir Alan Saunders, who worked in the Ministry for several years on the housing programme, and who adds: ‘He was especially good at priorities – at the conferences where much of the work was done. And he never forgot anything he was told; it often came out verbatim three weeks later or more.’ He had never had the machinery of a department in his hands before and he drove it with as much accomplishment and pride as the fast motor cars he delighted in. Power and speed suited him.


For almost the whole period at the Ministry of Health his Permanent Secretary was Sir William Douglas, and perhaps the curiously good relations between the two owed something to the odd method of his appointment. Archie Lush happened to be staying at their home at Cliveden Place at the time and Bevan naturally broached his anxieties; he had three unknown names to choose from as Permanent Secretary and had not the foggiest notion how to tackle the novel problem. ‘What about that old bugger from Rhymney?’ he asked – the person in question, the most famous son of Rhymney in Nye’s constituency, being Dr Thomas Jones, the éminence grise of Lloyd George and Baldwin. So Archie was immediately despatched to the Athenaeum to seek his advice, and Tom Jones was overjoyed to be granted this whiff of the secret power he had wielded in previous decades. How soon was the answer needed? Tomorrow, insisted Archie, and next day Tom Jones had prepared an extensive report on all three candidates. ‘Well, what does it say?’ asked Nye. Archie was cautious; he had not had sufficient chance to examine the elaborate foolscap pages written in pencil. ‘Well, who does he come down in favour of?’ Eventually Archie answered: ‘Well, I think Sir William Douglas.’ And why? So Archie replied, more to ward off too close a scrutiny or to keep the conversation going: ‘Well, I think he comes to the conclusion that Sir William Douglas has all the qualities which are exactly the opposite of the Minister’s.’ ‘Good,’ said Nye; ‘we’ll have him. We can’t have two Ministers of Health.’ Sir William had previously been at the Ministry of Supply and was appointed temporarily to the post in 1945. A natural Conservative, near to the retiring age, nothing had ever horrified him more than the idea of being transferred to serve such a Minister. ‘What do you think of that man, Bevan?’ asked a professional friend, John Buchan, a few days after his appointment. ‘I think he’s a terrible fellow,’ replied Douglas, ‘I’ll never forgive him for all those attacks on Churchill during the war. I made it clear that I would carry on only for three months until they’d got someone else.’ A few months later John Buchan asked the same question. ‘What are you driving at?’ replied Douglas, with some amazement. ‘He’s the best Minister I ever worked for. I’ve made it clear that while Bevan’s there, I’ll stay.’ (He kept his word, resigning a few months after Bevan’s own resignation in 1951, and he died shortly afterwards.) Sir William, like Bevan, gave Sir John Wrigley and Sir John Hawton their heads; he himself was the skilled expert in the manipulation of the civil service machine. ‘You are my fixer, usually for immoral purposes,’ Bevan would say to him, and Sir William treasured the compliment as if he had been unexpectedly canonized by the College of Cardinals.


Courtesy, banter and flattery were all used without scruple to consolidate the enthusiasm of his officials. The fullest respect must be shown to his Under-Secretary, Charles Key, and his Parliamentary Private Secretary, Donald Bruce. They were elected persons and the officials must never forget it. That law was firmly established from the start. For the rest, those who worked for him were treated as if they were members of a chosen race. The great blusterer never shouted at them; the great demagogue never pandered to obstreperous deputations of M.P.s. Indeed, the officials sometimes trembled to see him use his blistering tongue in the Commons or elsewhere on those who dared question the proficiency and zeal of the Ministry of Health. All these were manners and mannerisms likely to enlist loyalty, but by themselves they were not the prime cause of the devotion he inspired. More important was the fact that within months, or even weeks, he raised the whole standing of the Ministry of Health within the Whitehall hierarchy. During the war the Ministry had inevitably been pushed into the shadows: who could recite the names of the wartime Ministers of Health? Even the poor relation, the Ministry of Works, had come up in the world more since Churchill had appointed two of his cronies in turn – Lord Portal and Duncan Sandys – to the office and put Sandys into the Cabinet when the Minister of Health was still left out. The Ministry of Health had fears that more and more of its housing functions might be stripped from it. Then suddenly all was changed. Cinderella was taken to the ball by the youngest and most aggressive prince in the new administration. Sisters from the Ministry of Works or even more formidable and uglier ones from the Treasury could flash their green eyes in vain. In the Cabinet and in Cabinet committees, the Ministry of Health knew that its case would never go by default. That Bevan’s effect in his department was electric and lasting is vouched for by a legion of witnesses. He soon had at his command a new weapon as sharp as his prowess in debate.


His own daily routine was transformed by Cabinet office. All his life the graph of his vitality, starting slowly in the morning, had mounted highest at night. As a boy he had stayed up reading to all hours and then tumbled out of bed, cursing, or occasionally returned to his sleep. In his forty-seven years the habit had become ingrained. Deep into the night he would pursue his talk or his reading. All plans or pleasures were arranged on the inspiration of the moment, like speeches in the House of Commons. Spontaneity and sudden adventures seemed essential to his zest. But now, by a mammoth exertion, the pattern was changed. He ate more hearty breakfasts during his five years at the Ministry than in the rest of his adult life put together. He left 23 Cliveden Place sharp at the same time every morning and returned at night laden, not with the fascinating philosophical treatise he would have brought home in triumph before, but with Cabinet papers, or, worse still – those portable prison gates – blue books and white papers. Only at the few weekends when he was not compelled to tour the country could he find time to satisfy his craving for the long, rich evenings required to fathom all the secrets of the universe. Often he chafed beneath the discipline; considering his natural bent, the feat was that he bore it at all. For late at night he might still be condemning himself to solitary confinement in the small top bedroom he retreated to on occasions when he had to face the purgatory of reading without delight, masticating the statistical straw which some politicians find ambrosial. Late one night he called to Jennie to bring a second bulging briefcase to him. ‘No,’ she said, ‘one you may have but taking two to bed is positively immoral.’


1945 a also brought a big and unforeseen change in Jennie Lee’s life. In the early years of the war she had severed her links with the Independent Labour Party and in 1944 she made her peace with the Labour Party itself and was adopted as Labour candidate for the mining constituency of Cannock in the Midlands. So at the 1945 election she returned to the House of Commons after an interval of fourteen years. In the 1929–31 Parliament she had been a leading figure on the Left – because of her youth, her sex, and the spectacular by-election in which she was returned, better known in those days than Bevan himself. One of her old I.L.P. colleagues – George Buchanan – had been given office as Minister of Pensions with the new Government. James Maxton, in his one speech in the new Parliament before his death, bestowed a generous, if qualified, blessing on the new administration. At one of the first meetings of the Parliamentary Party it was proposed by Herbert Morrison and generally approved that the Standing Orders, imposing a rigid Party discipline, should be suspended; so even that old bone of contention was buried along with the hatchets. Jennie Lee had every incentive to resume her own independent parliamentary course. She and Nye had left their beloved country home in Berkshire to return to London precisely because they felt the move necessary to prepare for forthcoming political battles. Jennie Lee’s mother and father were installed at 23 Cliveden Place as the guardians and managers of the home. To live in London at all was for Nye an affliction; but everything that tenderness and skill could do to mitigate the penance was done. Here was a secure and joyous base from which both could operate.


Yet within a few weeks of Nye’s appointment to the Cabinet Jennie found herself moving towards a far-reaching personal decision to subdue her own strong and never-abandoned feminist instincts. It was not made in a moment, and with her temperament it was far from easy. She was coming to see Nye as the greatest creative intelligence in her world; but she also saw him as a guileless knight-errant, quite unequipped with the impregnable suit of armour which the outside world supposed that he wore. She knew what he had suffered in the wartime engagements with Churchill and the Labour leaders, wounds which he would only confess and uncover at home, and she sensed that more severe trials lay ahead. The strains of the 1945–50 period would have been intolerable if she had not accepted the necessity of subordinating her mind and interests to his. In the first years of their marriage when they were young enough to feel indestructible, Jennie had often gone off on lecture tours to America and elsewhere but later Nye could not bear to have her away so long. As he grew more burdened publicly, he became more dependent privately. The trust and love between them strengthened and deepened. Nye’s gaiety and laughter, his varying spasms of activity and brooding, could make other politicians who led regular, careworn lives regard him as irresponsible. But how furiously he would repudiate the accusation. Frivolity was his charge against them; what could be more frivolous than to arouse political emotions without the courage to raise heaven and hell to see them satisfied? His political aims were never playthings; had they been, he could not have lived with himself – or with Jennie. And now, more than ever, he was in earnest. She shared the mood exactly. They did not make speeches in private to one another; Nye indeed believed that much in any private relationship was best left not too explicit. What was happening to them was scarcely discussed, but henceforward their lives were changed. All the burdens of public life – in his case, because of the role of chief-bogyman in which he was cast, far more severe than for most – fell upon his shoulders. But they fell remorselessly upon Jennie’s too. ‘I was not such a fool’, she says, ‘as not to see it was worthwhile. I reconciled myself to the strains because he was my alter ego. We were never at any time conflicting egos. He was doing what I wanted done infinitely better than I could have done it.’


Perpetually it is necessary to mark the contrast between the public and the private man. Naturally Jennie saw more than anyone else of the ways in which he needed to renew himself for the ardours of the time. But it was also true that, politically speaking, he was enfranchised, exhilarated, buoyant. One of his faculties was that he could become totally absorbed in what he was doing – in reading a book, listening to music, playing billiards, arguing about Nietzsche, digging a ditch, bringing his bottle of wine to precisely the right temperature, or cooking his elaborate version of poulet en casserole. Nothing else mattered but the business in hand. To sustain such absorption for longer periods and longer purposes normally calls for different qualities, but he acquired them with less agony than might have been expected. The chance of performing a clear, constructive task came as a marvellous healing balm. Any idea that he merely loved words for their own sake was utterly to misconceive what he used them for. He agreed with Montaigne: ‘Fie on the eloquence that leaves us craving itself, not things!’ The verb, he often said, is more important than the noun. Despite all his fascination with ideas and dreams, the deed was the accomplishment to which he gave the place of honour. ‘Be ye conscious possessors,’ his old mentor, José Rodo, had written, ‘of the blessed power you contain within yourselves. But do you never forget that this power is no more exempt than other virtuous impulses from weakening and disappearing if it be not carried into action.’ Nye had never forgotten. The bane and horror of his early manhood had been that his own people in South Wales had won the ostensible power to act, had voted by huge majorities for revolutionary action, and yet had seen their aspirations made abortive by sluggish, bamboozled England. Wales had been accorded the democratic privilege to go on talking. How deliciously it was done, but what a mockery those lilting perorations could become; good for the next world, not this! His own role before and during the war could be justified as an unavoidable preparation for future action, but not otherwise. A mere parliamentary career could be an obscenity; a perpetual promise never redeemed.


Now the testing moment had come, and he was much more stimulated than awe-struck. Yet, apart altogether from his own doubts about the capacity of his colleagues to respond to the summons and whatever objective justification there may have been for them, those who knew him best – Jennie, above all – had a reason for wondering what would befall which had little to do with the plain question of his competence to perform a work he had never done before. The most individual feature of his mental outlook and character was that he refused to conform to reality but expected reality to conform to him. When in private life circumstances were disagreeable he turned a blind eye or started some fresh pursuit; often – was it luck or intuition? – the awkward situation dissolved. It was often a mistake, he contended, to face tough or near-insoluble problems; they should be outflanked. He hated to see a harrowing film at the cinema and would leave, with Archie Lush, saying: ‘Come on, boy, we’ve had enough of our withers being wrung’. He had an ideal conception of personal relations and if something distasteful happened to upset them, he could pretend that it hadn’t. A most serried array of facts was required to upset one of his precious theories. Not many people knew it or could believe it, but his innocence could be child-like. And of course, this romantic aspect of his mind, inherited from his father, was reflected in his politics. He saw what should be and was impatient to grasp it, whatever the intervening obstacles. Conditions which others regarded as the harsh, inexorable features of the case he dismissed as absurdities and found it intolerable that others would not with equal assurance do the same. Describing the reading of his own youth, he once put his finger on the point: ‘I went to the moon with H. G. Wells and it was the outside world that seemed unreal.’


This was Bevan’s individualism, and it was much more than a streak in his nature; it was almost the whole man. When he was not thinking originally, or at least extending existing ideas into some fresh undiscovered field, he could be utterly bored. Of course the ideas were derived from his reading and experience, but somehow the results looked more like inspirations than deductions. ‘The bees plunder the flowers here and there,’ wrote Montaigne, ‘but afterwards they make of them honey, which is all theirs; it is no longer thyme or marjoram. Even so with the pieces borrowed from others; he will transform and blend them to make a work that is all his own, to wit, his judgment.’ This was Bevan’s way of making his reading and thinking his own. He treasured his individual judgment; he had an anarchical pride which resented all authority. And here was the source of the genius he brought to politics, his power to see aspects of the future which no one else saw, his capacity to vault ahead of his plodding companions. Yet his delight in these mental adventures was so extreme and perpetual that he might have been thought to be unfitted for politics altogether. He should have been a poet; political parties only chain such spirits. Challenged on the point, he might have replied with Trotsky that individualism has its progressive characteristics: ‘The working class has suffered not from the excess but from an atrophy of individualism.’22 True, no doubt, but look what happened to Trotsky! And he at least had the advantage of acting on a stage of limitless turmoil where a man larger than life might not look quite so out of place. The mood of 1945 in Britain was novel and adventurous, but political operations were still constricted within unbroken contexts and conventions. The room for manœuvre was not so spacious, the stage circumscribed by austere facts. What could happen to such a man as Aneurin Bevan when, in high ministerial office, he and the real world collided?


The paradox was that the romantic was also a Marxist, that the most untameable individualist in Labour history had an abiding love for the Labour movement which spoke in the name of the British working class. This devotion bordered on humility. Such a claim would have sounded laughable to his fellow members of the 1945 Cabinet or the multitudes of others who had heard him berate the leaders and the led in every branch of the movement for their treacheries and stupidities and docility. Could such unbending pride ever be humble? Yet he was. This was the profound reason why, in the thirties and forties, he had always been a reluctant rebel. Unlike so many others – the Attlees, the Crippses, the Gaitskells and many more – he had not ‘joined’ the Labour movement. He was born in it and had grown with it. He could never sever himself from it and still breathe. Despite his persistent, aching need for refreshment in the fields of literature or the countryside or with strange companions completely divorced from his brand of politics, the Labour Party was his life. Time and again, hurt or humiliated or outraged, he bowed to its collective voice. However furious the quarrel, he knew that he always would in the end. For a refusal to do so would be a denial of his own truth. The deed required an instrument and in Britain that instrument was the Labour Party. Moreover this instrument had a history, interwoven with the struggles and tears and triumphs of his own people and the land of his fathers. Touched by his romantic wand, the political party, for all its intrigues and inadequacies, could be transformed into a shining crusade.


Thus, for Bevan, the excitement of 1945 had an added flavour. His individual and communal loyalties, each so strong, were no longer at war, as they had been almost continuously since 1929. The harmony might be precarious, but to preserve it, he mustered, in a manner which most people thought quite beyond his power, those qualities of patience, self-discipline and calculation most offensive to his nature. As for his dear, reverential, deferential Labour Party which angered him, baited him, outlawed him but would never set him free, might it not at such a delirious moment in history at last aspire to the Promethean quality of daring?


*


A cloud much bigger than a man’s hand darkened the bright morning.


Everyone knew vaguely that Britain would face a severe problem in her foreign trade and balance of payments when peace came; only those at the centre could guess its dimensions. Britain had fought longer than any other country except Germany. She had mobilized for war more fully than any other, Germany included, drastically cutting her own export trade to assist the purpose. She had survived economically only by selling foreign assets, piling up heavy debts to a host of different countries and accepting the provisions of the Lend-Lease Agreement with the United States which enabled her to receive imports without payment. ‘The day the war ended,’ Winston Churchill had said to a leading American politician in 1944, ‘the country would be bankrupt, and the returning soldiers would have little to come back to.’ The figures went far to substantiate the prophecy. In 1945 external aid of one form or another enabled Britain to overspend on her foreign account by about £2,000 million. The Treasury made the most optimistic reckoning of how speedily this drain could be stopped, how imports could be regulated and exports increased. Their estimate was that, if all went well, equilibrium in the nation’s balance of payments could be established by 1949, the fourth year of peace. In the meantime a fresh deficit of £1,700 million would have been incurred in the years 1946, 1947 and 1948, apart from the deficit for 1945 which was not included in that sum. And this left out of the picture also the huge aggregate of wartime indebtedness to allies and neutrals amounting to £3,355 million.


However, these daunting totals had not been allowed to spread dismay or despair, even amongst the experts. Many discussions had taken place between the British and Americans about how postwar currency and trade relationships should be developed and several more or less firm agreements had been reached. These had been blessed, indeed partly devised, by the chief British expert, Lord Keynes. He had a vision of Keynesian techniques of economic expansion being introduced and operated over a large part of the globe by a magnificent Anglo-American financial and economic concordat. Less had been done to discuss the more precise and pressing question of Britain’s inevitable post-war difficulties, yet immediately after the election in July steps were taken to repair the omission. Two of the leading American Treasury experts, Mr W. Clayton and Mr E. G. Collado, in Europe at the time on other business, were invited to London at the beginning of August for a conference with Keynes and the British Ministers where the question of assistance for Britain could be broached in a cool and informal atmosphere. Clayton and Collado responded with sympathy, but some caution. Before the American Government could be persuaded to consider the prospect, greater clarification would have to be reached about the post-war policies which the British Government intended to follow. Specifically this meant three things: Britain’s sterling balances – her wartime debts to other nations – must be kept separate, since the United States could not be expected to make payments to Britain which would merely be passed on to others; there must be arrangements for making sterling convertible at an early date; there must be guarantees that Britain would be non-discriminatory in her commercial practices. The second and third of these requirements had figured in all the previous discussions with the Americans conducted by Keynes. They had become in effect a principal American war aim; for the advantage the Americans saw in the Anglo-American concordat was the establishment of a free trade world on the most august liberal principles. Keynes himself was not inclined to offer stubborn opposition to these requests. He was fully familiar with the American outlook and felt that a liberal response from Britain was essential to bring his great scheme to fruition. Other British representatives at that conference may have been more alarmed by the perils of a harassed post-war Britain being plunged too soon into a world of convertible currencies and non-discriminatory trade. But no matter. Differences between all those at the conference were questions of shade and emphasis. The approach was tentative and the discussions continued.


Those London talks began over August Bank Holiday weekend. On 14 August the war with Japan ended. On Sunday 19 August, Mr Collado, after some sightseeing, was having tea in a Cambridge teashop. There he heard on the radio the report of an announcement made in Washington that Lend-Lease had been stopped, and that henceforth Britain would have to pay for all supplies, including those in the pipeline. Mr Collado caught the next train back to London and hastened to the American Embassy where he was joined by an equally dumbfounded Mr Clayton. Yes, the incredible news was true. President Truman had signed an order cancelling all outstanding contracts for Lend-Lease and discontinuing all Lend-Lease operations. ‘This very heavy blow,’ wrote Hugh Dalton, ‘was struck at us without warning and without discussion. We had expected at least some tapering-off of Lend-Lease over the first few years of peace. But now we faced, not war any more, only total economic ruin.’23 The Labour Government had been in office for barely three weeks.


From that day in August 1945 until early December when a Loan Agreement was signed with the United States Government and accepted by the British House of Commons, the negotiations in Washington dominated the mind of the British Cabinet. Many other momentous issues crowded for attention, but none could compete with this in starkness and urgency. The question was how the British people were to be fed and British factories supplied with raw materials. If no loan was forthcoming as a substitute for Lend-Lease, the nation would have to endure a period of harsher austerity than it had known in the war. Worse still, all the Government’s plans for reconstruction would have to be reshaped on a much less ambitious basis. The British Ministers, it may seem, had no choice; they were beggars and must take any terms offered. And yet there were a number of occasions when Dalton, the whole Government, even Lord Keynes himself, did consider breaking off the negotiations and facing the bleak alternative. Aneurin Bevan played a full part in the Cabinet debate. His voice, with Shinwell’s, was the strongest raised in criticism of the American demands. No hint of his dissension became known at the time, but the controversy behind the scenes was clearly one of major proportions.


President Truman had acted apparently without the slightest comprehension of what he had done and how serious was ‘the body blow’, to quote Attlee, which he had dealt to Britain. Yet once the first stinging impact had passed (and once goods in the pipeline were excluded from the edict) the damage did not seem irreparable. Lord Keynes, after all, knew the American financial experts better than anyone, and he was optimistic. He believed that he could get £1,500 million as a free gift or an interest free loan from the United States Government. That would be almost enough, on the Treasury’s reckoning, to fill the gap until 1949. ‘When I listen to Lord Keynes talking,’ said Ernest Bevin, ‘I seem to hear those coins jingling in my pocket; but I am not so sure that they are really there.’24 Keynes also believed that he could get the money without ‘strings’. His idea was to explain Britain’s needs, to fix a provisional figure for the loan and only later to discuss the general conditions affecting world trade which the Americans might seek to impose. Why he should have taken this view is not clear, particularly in the light of the representations already made by the two friendly emissaries, Clayton and Collado. Probably the answer is that he knew how irrefragable, on grounds of equity and common sense, was the fully documented plea which Britain could present. Lord Keynes was sent to Washington as Britain’s chief negotiator at the beginning of September. ‘His (opening) discourse lasted for three days,’ writes his biographer. ‘It was the pure gold of perfect English prose, describing a situation of vast complexity with the lucidity and good arrangement that only a master mind could have achieved.’25


Never was there such an advocate; never was there such a case. Yet what happened in the next three months was a steady British retreat from one last ditch to another. Any notion of a gift or an interest-free loan had to be abandoned. One by one the American ‘strings’ were drawn tighter. Occasionally Keynes ‘hit the ceiling’ in protest.26 The Cabinet at home felt itself being subjected to well-nigh insupportable pressures. ‘We fought inch by inch throughout the negotiations,’ says Attlee. Towards the end a new emissary, Sir Edward Bridges, Permanent Secretary to the Treasury, was sent to Washington to test whether the terms secured by Keynes, both for the Loan itself and its awkward accompaniments, were the best obtainable. Sir Edward had little difficulty in confirming that they were. The figure eventually fixed, even with a Canadian loan made available on the same terms, brought the total line of credit to £1,250 million – a sum which fell far short of the minimum originally estimated to be necessary by the Treasury. More serious, however, were the conditions attached. To help further the American dream of early convertibility (and indeed for the purpose of breaking up the sterling area which the Americans regarded as a giant discriminatory practice) Britain was required to give undertakings about the speed and resolution she would show in settling – that is, attempting to cancel – her accumulated sterling balances. This was one of the issues on which Keynes ‘hit the ceiling’. He made his protest against an unwarrantable interference with the affairs of the Commonwealth. But the Americans were adamant; in effect, he was compelled to yield. And more nerve-racking still was the American pressure on the direct issue of convertibility. Under the Bretton Woods Agreements which formed part of the grandiose Anglo-American concordat negotiated by Keynes during the war, a five-year transitional period was envisaged before full convertibility could be established. Now the Americans demanded – and secured – an undertaking that sterling should be made convertible within a year of the coming into effect of the Loan. This was the point on which the negotiations most nearly collapsed; Dalton was at one moment preparing his speech for the Commons announcing the break.27 In the last hours a few flimsy safeguards were devised – for example, it was agreed that the date of convertibility might be postponed after consultation. The major result remained. Britain got much less money than she had hoped for, on terms which she regarded as unworkable.


Keynes had done his brilliant best. Doubtless no better settlement was available at the time. That much is proved by the long anxious months during which the American administration fought a desperate uphill fight to secure Congress approval of the Loan. American public opinion understood Britain’s necessities no better than Truman had done in August. Paraded before Senate committees week after week was the spectacle of a wily, sponging, Socialist Britain attempting to outwit the open-hearted, open-pursed Americans and steal their legitimate markets by indefensible trading practices learnt from Dr Schacht or inherited from Lord North. Every other member of the British Cabinet was naturally as outraged as Bevan by this wretched misrepresentation to which no open retort could be made without injuring the hope of getting the money. None of them liked their appalling predicament. But what could be done? The alternative always looked more appalling still. How was it possible for Bevan to continue his protests and to sustain his opposition – as he and Shinwell did – until the end? Keynes commented frequently on the lack of comprehension displayed by rebellious Ministers. The Cabinet, he wrote to Lord Halifax, British Ambassador in Washington, on 1 January 1946, was ‘a poor, weak thing’28 – a surprising remark to be made by one loyal servant of the new administration to another. But clearly Keynes’s disdain must have been directed primarily against those, like Bevan, who argued that some other course was possible.


Some comment must be offered, not because Bevan’s protest influenced events but rather because this was the first big dispute he had with his colleagues in the new Government and because it went to the heart of other disputes which came later. Bevan’s case was not that more skilful negotiation could have produced a different outcome, although he, like his colleagues, was misled by Keynes’s original optimism. Nor did he argue that Britain could afford to do without the Loan; as a Minister in charge of a great spending department he had a special interest in getting it. His immediate argument was that if negotiations were broken off the result need not be so dire; they could be reopened at a later date more advantageously. No doubt the interval for Britain would be perilous and harsh. But the nation could be rallied for the trial. As the months passed the American judgment of their own interest would alter. American sentiment and American business would begin better to appreciate how intimate was their concern with the economic revival of Western Europe. Once that happened a postwar settlement could be made on a more hopeful and enduring basis. Of course, no one can tell what would have happened if this heroic choice had been made. But it is pardonable to recall that the Marshall Plan of 1948 did produce the wiser American approach which Britain and Europe so sorely needed in 1945 and 1946. The course prescribed by Bevan might have encouraged an earlier departure from the barren doctrines which dictated the Loan settlement.


These elaborate hypotheses cannot be proved. Bevan and the few other recalcitrants in the Cabinet had against them the formidable weight of expert opinion and the natural desire of the Government to avoid the incalculable risks involved in a rejection of the Loan. Yet whatever may be thought about the possibility of any other course, no doubt is possible about one source of Bevan’s hostility to the whole settlement. He would not acknowledge Keynes as the great economic prophet of the new age. He had never been prepared to accept Keynes’s analysis as a substitute for a fuller Socialist criticism of capitalist society, and he had never been convinced that Keynesian techniques would be adequate to cure the disease. Now Keynes, for all his toughness and skill in negotiation, had revealed how much he was attracted by a considerable part of the American case; he was reverting in part to his earliest liberalism. Yet was it really conceivable that the checks and spurs required by Keynes’s doctrines, which individual Governments had never shown the wit to apply within their individual territories, would suddenly be applied over a much wider international field by a beneficent, far-seeing American administration? Washington at that moment was not giving an attractive foretaste of wisdom. Bevan feared that if ever the world was launched on the free trade flood, which both the Americans and Keynes envisaged, Socialist Britain would be swamped in the process. It was an illusion to suppose that a Cobdenite-Keynesian paradise was just round the corner. Yet that was the supposition on which the experts had worked, the Americans naively, the British with cautious ambivalence.


Moreover, one part of the settlement exposed the fallacy – and the vice – of the new liberal economics. For what was the significance of the American obsession with Britain’s sterling balances? Of course, it would be highly convenient for Britain if those balances were ‘adjusted’ which was the new word for ‘defaulted upon’. But the nations who were owed the money also had rights. Some of them were among the most wretchedly poverty-stricken in the world. One of them was India who had been brought into the war on Britain’s decree and with whom Britain would soon be seeking the most far-reaching political settlement of the epoch. For Britain to be told that she must brusquely repudiate her debts to such a country to suit American theory was surely a piece of insolence unsurpassed in all history. Here was the richest nation in the world seeking to dictate, behind their backs and with not even a pretence of consultation, how some of the poorest nations should be treated. Never did a money-lender seek to exert his power more rawly. The new liberalism took no more account of rich and poor among nations than the old liberalism was concerned with rich and poor within individual states. All must make obeisance before the new gods – convertibility and non-discrimination – just as in the twenties and thirties the people had been required to bend the knee to balanced budgets and the gold standard. Bevan indeed sought an older historical analogy. He compared the Agreement of 1945 with the Combination Laws of 1799 and 1800; they too, in the sacred name of free competition, purported to impose the same rules on masters and men. Of course, Britain in her extremity would be compelled to reach accommodations with the nations which held the sterling balances. But that she should be hustled and hectored into doing so by all-powerful America (with the approval of all the orthodox economists) – and all in the name of the splendid new liberal dream – was offensive beyond words. Keynes might think that he had conjured the class war out of existence. But here he and his fellow liberal economists on both sides of the Atlantic were content to wage it afresh on a global scale.


Such thoughts might be considered too fanciful to influence hard-headed negotiations between great states. Yet the same realistic experts resolved to turn a blind eye to the hardest fact of all. Bevan argued that the clause requiring Britain to make sterling convertible within a year of the Loan coming into operation was an absurdity; it was free trade run mad and would end in catastrophe. The claim was not original. Keynes had thought much the same at the beginning of the negotiations, but as the weeks wore on his opposition faded; for him it was not solely a question of bowing to American inflexibility; he was sympathetic to the American aim and gradually persuaded himself that it might be practical. Attlee and Dalton apparently believed right to the end that the condition could never be fulfilled. ‘We knew the convertibility clause was quite impossible,’ divulged Attlee some twenty years later.29 Dalton committed his ‘secret reflection’ to his diary on the night the House of Lords had approved the Agreement. ‘It is quite certain,’ he wrote, ‘that the conditions will have to be revised long before AD 2001 and that, even in the next year or two, circumstances may require a large revision, which might even be “unilateral”.’30 But these secret fears had to be kept secret. It was impossible to explain, much less to emphasize, the dangers to the British public. That would have ruptured any chance of the Loan Agreement passing through Congress. The grand new edifice of Anglo-American co-operation had to be constructed on a deception.


Despite his anger and forebodings, Bevan never considered resignation on the issue. The arguments for accepting the Loan were too powerful; a break-up of the Government so early in its life would have provoked nothing but muddle and disillusion; he himself would have been branded, with much justice, as one who had run away from the challenges of his own Department. Indeed he might have been tempted to sit silent and let the inner clique of leading Ministers make their own decision. No young Minister, suddenly attaining high office, ever had a better excuse for confining his Cabinet contributions to his own direct responsibilities. He knew that he must prove himself master of his own house before he could exert real influence outside it. But silence on the great issues would be pusillanimous as well as uncharacteristic. From the outset he chose to participate to the full in attempting to shape the policies which would decide the whole fate of the Government.


The first great debate in the Cabinet left an indelible mark on his mind. The policies of the United States could inflict great injury upon Britain. There was no evidence of a deliberate design to strangle British Socialism at birth – liberal America would certainly have disavowed any such aim – but the outward, palpable expression of the inner compulsions of American society had its own menacing logic. The British champions of private adventure, who were already extolling the United States as the model and decrying Labour Britain as a pensioner of American capitalism, could not be expected to understand. But Socialists should.
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MINISTER OF HOUSING 1945–1947







A habitat planned so as to form a continuous background to a delicately graded scale of human feelings and values is the prime requisite of a cultivated life.— LEWIS MUMFORD1





IN HIS first big speech in the new Parliament Aneurin Bevan stamped himself as a principal figure in the Government and a principal target of Opposition attack. The occasion was a motion moved from the Tory front bench on 17 October 1945, viewing ‘with grave apprehension the existing shortage of houses in both urban and rural areas’. The new Government could hardly have removed the shortage in ten or eleven weeks; any criticism must lie against others. So Bevan congratulated the Opposition on their courage and public spirit; ‘only a very grave concern for the public weal could have inspired them to put down a motion on a subject so embarrassing to themselves’. Then he surveyed, amid much mockery of his opponents, past housing policies, the prospect for the future and the principles which would guide him.


Several newspapers compared the performance with those of the young Lloyd George in the Liberal Government of 1906. ‘He dominated the House,’ wrote the News of the World political correspondent, ‘not merely by superb oratorical mastery, but by the warmth of his personality and imaginative approach to the dry problems of bricks and mortar.’ ‘Only an Act of Congress can stop him reaching Number 10,’ said another commentator. Not all the tributes were in this strain. Lord Kemsley’s Sunday Times detected ‘revolutionary turbulence’ in Bevan’s reference to speculative builders, and called upon Attlee to impose discipline. ‘A Minister who kicks over the traces in the House is a danger to the Government  and a fomenter of trouble for his party in the country.’ Another observer, Harold Nicolson, wondered whether the Labour Party would overcome its inveterate jealousy of younger men. (The average age of the new Cabinet was well over sixty.) What would they do with ‘this young flapper’ still in his forties? Compared with the others he was ‘like an eagle in a hen coop’. Clearly he had made a new impact. ‘If he now builds the houses,’ wrote Hannen Swaffer, ‘he is in direct line for the Premiership. If he does not, he is for the high jump.’


One other observer, as outraged as Lord Kemsley, found these speculations absurd or galling. Winston Churchill had been absent from the Commons on 17 October, but he noted every sentence Bevan had uttered. Almost everything the new Government said or did opened afresh the wound of his electoral defeat. Here was a moment when, as he said, the nation, ‘exhausted and overburdened in a fearful degree’, should have been spared ‘deep-seated organic changes’; instead some members of the Government had raised ‘this great schism of militant Socialism’. Churchill’s rumbling fury was directed against many other Ministers too – only Attlee himself was acquitted of having sought to ‘embitter and inflame our proceedings’ – but when it exploded into the first official Vote of Censure in December, Bevan was marked down as the chief culprit. Cripps, Dalton and Morrison were scoffed at; Bevan was the victim of a full-length Churchillian philippic, ending with the famous words: ‘I say today that unless the right hon. Gentleman changes his policy and methods and moves without the slightest delay, he will be as great a curse to his country in time of peace as he was a squalid nuisance in time of war.’2





The phrase – ‘a squalid nuisance’ – was gleefully taken up by the Tory newspapers. Subsequent comment on the Bevan-Churchill parliamentary duel endowed it with a haze of grandeur and even chivalry. But in 1945 and the months that followed the focus was sharper and truer. Deliberately from the outset, Churchill made the destruction of Bevan’s reputation a primary purpose of the Tory Opposition. He had many old scores of his own to settle, and to drive a wedge between Bevan and his colleagues, to brand him as an incompetent demagogue, was an obvious Tory tactic. Yet there was something more; a flavour of venom and intensity was added to the assault. Nothing could be further from the truth than that Churchill approached the contest with a touch of an old man’s magnanimity and humour. He believed, and said, that the country was being thrust into ‘party antagonism, as bitter as anything I have seen in my long life of political conflict’.3 He saw Bevan as the evil genius who had conjured this spirit into being. Above all he believed Bevan was vulnerable; if he could be destroyed, the blow to the whole Government might be fatal. Nothing that invective could inflict must be spared to achieve that grand objective. The gibe about the ‘squalid nuisance’ hurt Bevan as it was intended to hurt. From that December debate onwards, he knew, if he had ever doubted it, that he could expect no mercy. Churchill, at rare intervals, would make a faint, gracious acknowledgement of the patriotism of his old Coalition partners. Such courtesies were never shown to, or reciprocated by, Bevan. These two combatants fought with cold steel.


Yet no weapons of debate could settle the outcome of this particular battle; the state of the battlefield – the real nature and scale of the housing problem – would be much more decisive, and here the circumstances favoured Churchill. Bevan was vulnerable; so much was glaringly apparent. The housing shortages caused more anguish and frustration than any other of the nation’s manifold post-war problems; all over the country the need was desperate and every M.P. and every local councillor was being besieged by the endless queue of the homeless. According to Churchill in that December debate, a remedy should not be beyond the compass of goodwill and reasonable organization to achieve. Bevan, he said, had inherited ‘a rich legacy of achievement and preparation’; he had squandered it ‘with a profligacy which has rarely been equalled by a Minister who has still to make a reputation’. One part of that legacy was ‘a highly developed house-building machine and the network of well-equipped manufacturing industries which support it and are almost inextricably interwoven with it’ – by that, Churchill meant Britain’s pre-war building industry which, he inferred, could be speedily reassembled to perform the long-term task. More specifically, Bevan’s predecessor had announced in the spring of 1945 his proposals for providing permanent and temporary houses. All this was set in train; the Coalition had decided to ‘enlist the help of all house building agencies of every kind’; why was Bevan not content to put these beneficent schemes into operation? Instead, ‘swayed by partisan spite and prejudice and by the hope of exploiting these vices to suit his own personal political ambitions’, he had decided to ‘chill and check free-enterprise house-building which had always provided the bulk of the nation’s houses’.4 And let none of Bevan’s colleagues object that unimagined obstacles had suddenly arisen to cumber their path. Had they not all made prophecies at the time of the election? Ernest Bevin had promised ‘five million homes in quick time’. Stafford Cripps had allegedly claimed that ‘housing can be dealt with in a fortnight’. Arthur Greenwood had dismissed the Coalition figures as ‘chicken feed’. Thus Churchill in the censure debate on 6 December 1945, and the Tory benches roared their derisive approval in a style they had never previously been able to capture since the calamity in July. ‘The Minister of Health,’ said Churchill, ‘has already allowed four months of excellent building weather to slip away.’ And so it seemed. At that date fewer than one thousand houses and ten thousand temporary houses had been completed since hostilities ended.


Herbert Morrison, replying to Churchill in the censure debate, skilfully sidestepped the attack on Bevan. (‘Did Herbert rise to the occasion?’ Bevan was asked by Harold Wilson that night. ‘No,’ he replied, ‘he reduced it to his own level and then rode it.’) Bevan himself, taunted Churchill, was not allowed out of ‘his dug-out’ by his comrades. Morrison was frequently interrupted by Lord Winterton, the cantankerous father of the House. ‘Houses. H–O–U–S–E–S,’ cried the noble Lord. ‘I was asking how many houses.’ For the first and last time in his life Lord Winterton spoke for the masses. The same cry mounted all over the country until it appeared that, with little need of aid from Churchill’s diatribes, the new Lloyd George might be overwhelmed in the flood.


It was in this atmosphere that Bevan had to devise a housing policy. So it is necessary to examine the facts: what was the problem of 1945 and what did he do?


*


Churchill’s great pre-war ‘house-building machine’ had one spectacular merit – it did eventually produce houses at the rate of roughly 350,000 a year, an achievement of sheer quantity unexampled either in Britain or anywhere else in the world, and since unfettered private enterprise was primarily responsible, the Tories naturally boasted about it. Yet the figures by themselves conceal features of the situation which made any comparison with Britain’s housing problem in 1945 quite inapposite. It was not until 1933 – some fifteen years after the end of another war which left a desperate housing shortage – that private money poured lavishly into house-building. Before that date, high interest rates and building costs and the attraction of other outlets for capital made investment in housing unprofitable. In short, the building boom of the thirties was largely the product of general slump. Labour was plentiful, wages were low, the cost of building materials had dropped, interest rates were depressed. Only in these conditions did the machine begin to function. Earlier, the attempts to start a housing drive had petered out, and in the early twenties in particular the chief burden was carried by local authorities. Oddly, although Churchill did not know it, the complete inter-war experience pointed a moral exactly opposite to the one he wished to illustrate.


Moreover, even when the high rate of building was attained, the bulk of the new houses were built for the middle classes and for sale and certainly not for those whose housing conditions were most wretched. In the whole period between the two wars, only one out of every fifteen new houses was to clear slums or relieve over-crowding. Bevan did not exaggerate when he said that ‘the housing problem for the lower income groups in this country has not been solved since the industrial revolution’.5 Churchill’s house-building machine, even if it could have been dramatically reconstituted, was never designed to serve the whole nation. And, of course, in 1945, the machine with all its vaunted well-equipped, interwoven supporting industries, was scattered over the four corners of the earth. Not merely such large numbers of building workers but also multitudes of those who produced building materials were in the armed forces. The pre-war building force of well over a million men had fallen to less than 350,000. Many of these had been sucked into southern England where the ravages of bombing attacks had been most severe6; many of them were old and feeble or too young to have learnt their trade. In wartime conditions most building contracts had been placed on a ‘cost-plus’ basis which was notoriously inefficient. To gather a building force was an obvious first necessity, but the idea that it should or could be regrouped to serve an industry of the pre-war pattern had never been contemplated, to do them credit, by the post-war planners in Churchill’s own Coalition.


Britain had had twelve and a half million houses in 1939. Nearly one of every three of these was damaged in the war and those undamaged had mostly gone six years without repairs. Two hundred and eight thousand houses had been totally destroyed, 250,000 were made uninhabitable, 250,000 more had been seriously mauled. Since 1939 160,000 houses had been completed, but that tiny figure was almost counterbalanced by 50,000 requisitioned and converted for non-residential use. In short, the population of Britain was squeezed into some 700,000 fewer houses than the country had possessed six years before and no one knew precisely how gross was the unsatisfied pre-war demand even for the barest shelter and comfort. No one knew, further, that in the three post-war years there would be 11 per cent more marriages and 33 per cent more births than in the three pre-war years. And less still was it realized that full employment and new expectations would increase the numbers of people demanding separate houses far beyond anything which the figures themselves indicated.


These longer and less palpable calculations were pardonably excluded from the reckonings of Ministry of Health officials. The more limited estimates were sufficiently challenging. However, during the period of the caretaker Government, in March 1945, the Ministry had published what Churchill called a ‘programme’ and what the Ministry itself preferred to call ‘objectives’ or ‘targets’. The aim should be to produce three to four million houses in the ten or twelve years after the war; that total would imply a rate of building comparable with the thirties, but included within it was an allocation of 500,000 for slum clearance and the relief of over-crowding, a more ambitious figure than had ever been envisaged before. Immediately it was hoped that 300,000 permanent houses, built or building, would be provided in the first two years after the armistice with Germany and this would be augmented by some 200,000 prefabricated temporary houses. Finally, it was estimated – and here the reckoning became oddly exact – that 750,000 new houses would be needed ‘to afford a separate dwelling for every family desiring to have one’.7 Taking these last two estimates together, the mountainous problems began to look more manageable.


Confronted with all these figures in the first debate on 17 October, Bevan talked of ‘crystal gazing’. Whether he considered them too high or too low was not clear; his main purpose was to explain that they did not constitute anything deserving to be dignified with the title of ‘a programme’. ‘No solid basis whatsoever’ existed for the calculations, and it was better that they should not be paraded. Yet one figure did stick in his own mind. If it was approximately correct that 750,000 houses could give every family a separate home, even if an allowance was made for a 25 per cent error, the problem was manageable. All his life Bevan hated and distrusted statistics; always he sought to guard himself from being ensnared by them. Yet numbers were important, and it was impossible to suppress the consoling hope which the crystal gazers had bequeathed to him. On the test of his critics, the job could be done.


It remains to consider the more definable part of Bevan’s inheritance, the actual preparations made before July 1945 for the post-war period. The best publicized aspect of this work was what Churchill had called ‘the military operation’ of manufacturing prefabricated or emergency houses. As long before as March 1944 he had described in a broadcast how his friend Lord Portal at the Ministry of Works was ‘working wonders’: ‘I hope we may have up to half a million of these [prefabs], and for this purpose not only plans, but actual preparations are being made on a nation-wide scale. Factories are being assigned, the necessary set-up is being made ready, materials are being earmarked …’ Unfortunately the Portal house was to be made of steel. The project would have involved devoting all the nation’s steel supply to this purpose, leaving nothing at all for all the rest of the nation’s needs. So that particular house had to be abandoned with only two prototypes completed. None the less a variation of the idea had prospered. In 1944 orders had been placed for 100,000 prefabs to be made of less exotic materials. Inevitable delays occurred in the actual production and by 1945 the estimated price of the house had risen from £600 to £1,000 but the order was raised to 150,000. Bevan contemptuously said that he wished the whole scheme had never been started. But he could not neglect the first-aid offered. Here was something – orders, if not houses – which he did receive from his predecessors.


They had also made a start with arrangements for permanent building. An Act had been passed extending the pre-war provision of subsidies for slum clearance to cover new houses generally. Local authorities had been authorized to acquire land for some 250,000 houses, the lay-outs for nearly half these had been approved and some sites had been prepared. Since the building of a house took roughly six months from the clearance of the site to its final construction these preparations had made possible the thousand-odd houses completed by the end of December 1945. More importantly, plans had been worked out for increasing the numbers of building apprentices and for attempting to ensure that building workers were given priority in demobilization. Yet no one – except the romantic or fiercely partisan Churchill – claimed that a considered plan was ready. The abrupt ending of the Japanese war, the sudden stoppage of Lend-Lease and other unforeseeable factors had in any case transformed the perspective. Inevitably, the housing legacy left to Bevan was settled by events rather than by previous Ministers in office. Not merely British experience after 1918, but experience all over the world had shown that the convergence of all the circumstances required for a big house-building drive was a rarity. To build good houses for poor people on a huge scale was something that had never been accomplished in modern industrial societies. Often, as in the Britain of the thirties, the spur had come from the slackness of the economy as a whole. After 1945, the instruments for a house-building programme had to be assembled virtually from scratch and it had to be inserted into an economy where all the hundred and one materials required were scarce and insistently needed for other purposes. Yet the situation had one advantage to set against all the disadvantages. Except in the case of the temporary houses, no irrevocable decisions had been taken. Bevan could make his own plan and could be judged on his own performance, not someone else’s.


So what did he do? A preliminary recital must be given of palliative measures taken in the early months either to relieve the immediate suffering or to protect and assist his long-term purposes. He was in command of a besieged city and the ramparts must be held while the counter-offensive was prepared. ‘This winter we have to bite on iron,’ he told the Commons in October. Priority was given to the repair of unoccupied war-damaged dwellings; some 60,000 houses were brought back into occupation in 1945. Local authorities were instructed to requisition unoccupied premises (77,000 were taken over by November) or to derequisition others which had been used for non-residential purposes. The conversion of homes to offices, insidiously starting in some areas, was banned except with local authority approval. The ‘cost-plus’ system of contracting was ended. A ‘share your house’ appeal was made to the good nature of the public, steps being taken to remove any legal obstacles and to install sinks and cookers so that different families might have separate kitchens; despite mockery from sections of the press an appreciable contribution was made by these means to the total of housing space. A Rent Act was rushed through, strengthening the control over furnished tenancies and establishing rent tribunals in many areas. A strict licensing system was enforced over all but the most minor forms of repairs in an effort, only partially successful, to prevent the building labour force seeping away into work less urgent than the equipment of fresh homes. All these devices together might compare pitiably with the need, but without them distress would have been the more intolerable and it would not have been possible to find homes for 116,229 families, which was the total reached by the end of January 1946.


Several of the other first measures adopted had a long-term as well as a short-term aim. A drive was made, led by Bevan on the Cabinet Committee responsible for all building operations, to curtail ruthlessly the vast variety of housing components; the style of lavatory seats, for example, was cut from fifty to two. The operation of the Rural Workers’ Housing Acts which gave subsidies for repairs was suspended (‘callously discarded’, according to Churchill), since it was feared that no new building in the countryside would ever get started while this counter-enticement was present. The procedure whereby local authorities could acquire land (which previously took as long as four to nine months) was speeded up by lifting the requirement for public inquiries and hearings, thus removing the impediment of protracted negotiations with landlords (‘a form of control we are going to remove,’ said Bevan to the Tories who were protesting that ‘controls’ were the cause of all the trouble). Land was not the problem, said the Opposition; the local authorities had more than enough sites ready and the spiteful Land Acquisition Act was superfluous. But Bevan was able to show that whereas some authorities had all the land immediately needed, others were being held to ransom. He cited a prize example from his own constituency where ‘some of the valleys are so narrow that even the rivers have to run on their sides’ and where his old enemy, the Tredegar Iron and Coal Company, had refused to release a site for a new factory. ‘It is an area,’ said Bevan, ‘from which the landlord has sucked riches for the last hundred years. It has created millionaires and now part of it has been rendered derelict. The orange is almost dry. The sites are the possession of the colliery owners, but, like vultures, they will not desert the carrion for fear there might be the slightest bit of nutriment left.’ Similar pleasantries were exchanged when another Bill provided for £100 million to finance the temporary housing programme. The Opposition wanted better parliamentary checks to control this ‘fabulous sum’. Bevan marvelled that the Tories had the nerve to question the money spent on this programme, since all their own calculations about its cost had gone so monstrously awry: ‘It does not lie in the mouths of the Opposition to talk about commercial probity. They should be silent about it; otherwise some other putrefying corpses will be exhumed.’ Despite these skirmishes, Bevan was granted all the legislative powers he asked for, usually with Tory acquiescence.


His greatest anxiety in those months was one which no legislation or departmental circular could remove. ‘I can confess,’ he told the Commons on 17 October, ‘that the whole House and the whole nation are mastered by the rate of demobilization.’ This was a hint, but no more than a hint, of the controversy raging behind the scenes. At the Ministry of Labour in the Coalition Government, Ernest Bevin had drawn up a demobilization scheme designed to avoid a repetition of the inequity and chaos which had followed the 1918 armistice. He took a legitimate pride in the arrangements whereby the exodus from the forces was to be conducted smoothly and without favouritism; those who were oldest or had served longest would be released first, wherever they might be stationed; exemptions from this rule were to be permitted only on grounds of exceptional national need. After the election Bevin stayed as guardian of his child on the Cabinet’s manpower committee and his vigilance increased when Churchill embarked on a reckless campaign to speed up the process of demobilization in a manner which would have torn the whole scheme to tatters. ‘Bring the boys home, the quicker the better. The Americans are doing so [in a style which President Truman later described as ‘frenzied’]; why not us?’ It sounded easy, but the demagogic cry would have involved a gross breach of faith with servicemen all over the world, particularly in the Far East, and the risk of widespread mutinies. Bevan agreed with his colleagues that any ‘grave departure’ from Bevin’s plan would be fatal, but wanted a more flexible interpretation of the priority of release given to essential workers. Skilled craftsmen were being brought home as fast as shipping would permit, but not the workers needed in the building industries; bricklayers, for example, but not brickmakers. Bevan battered at Bevin’s door; other Ministers, with their own urgent requirements, battered there too, which did not help Bevan. In November, the controversy came near to an explosion. Bevin protested to Attlee about the pressures to which he was being subjected, invoking the effective blunderbuss of a threatened resignation to get his way. He had a powerful case but it was not improved by the suggestion that the Minister of Health did not have one too. Bevin confessed himself unhappy about this ‘housing equipment problem’. The materials should be produced with less labour and ‘in any case the houses are not up yet and there is time to move in this equipment business ready for output as the houses go up’.8 This was a curious revelation of Bevin’s thoughts about how houses should be built. Shortage of materials, in fact, continued to impose the most serious limitation on the building of houses long after the stringent winter of 1945. Since two good claims were in conflict and since Churchill tried to extract the last ounce of mischief from the predicament, the demobilization dispute was awkward and tantalizing. Yet Bevin and Bevan together did achieve one notable victory. By May 1946 the building force had been restored to well over a million and the Government’s aim was that 60 per cent of this total should be allocated to housing. Shortage of labour, especially in the many industries making materials where standards were low, still gave Bevan many headaches; but on the actual building sites this was rarely the worst problem.


All or almost all the steps listed so far would have had to be taken, with varying degrees of boldness, by any Minister of Health after 1945. The Opposition might demur, but could not do much more. The clampdown on less essential building and repair work, enforced by a licensing system and tightened by fresh enactments in 1946, was the most irksome measure. It could not fail to breed a large black market and provoke Opposition raillery. Bevan and his colleagues were accused of being more eager to stop people doing things than to encourage initiative. But the gibe won no favour with the homeless; if they had seen inessential building going ahead with government sanction there would have been housing riots. These lesser issues, however, controversial or not, do not touch the distinctive choices of Bevan’s administration. Within a few months of taking office, on some matters in the first weeks, he made a few decisions which governed the whole of his housing policy.


What was to be the instrument for executing the housing programme? That was the most crucial question. Right from the start, Bevan placed almost the entire responsibility, under his direction, on the 1,700-odd local authorities, county boroughs, and urban and rural district councils. They were charged with drawing up their own programmes, preparing the sites, making the contracts with private builders or establishing direct labour departments, fixing the rents, allocating the tenants and supervising the estates thereafter. Compared with pre-war, this marked a revolutionary change. Previously, house-building had been left in the main to the operation of the free market, to speculative builders building for profit; now, even when a small proportion of houses was to be built for sale (one in five was the suggestion at the outset), permits had to be secured from the local authority. The nation soon became so familiar with the method that the boldness and simplicity of the original choice were forgotten. Yet at the time other alternatives or variations were canvassed. Some experts, including Labour spokesmen, had suggested that a separate Ministry of Housing should be established. Bevan argued that, in view of the powers he possessed, the spirit if not the letter of that promise had been fulfilled. However, some advocates of a separate Ministry had assumed that the new department would act directly in some fields without subordinate agencies, and that notion Bevan had killed. Similarly, he scotched the ambitions of the Ministry of Works which during the war had become an embryo Ministry of Housing on its own. It had placed the order for the temporary houses; it ran a special repair service which became after the war a mobile labour squad, despatched to areas where exceptional assistance was required. Bevan did not scorn this help, but there were some inside the Ministry of Works, with backing outside, who thought this apparatus should be developed into a mammoth Housing Corporation capable of operating, no doubt alongside the local authorities, on a big scale over the whole country. Such a grandiose conception would have attracted the headlines in the newspapers but Bevan was convinced it would not build the houses. The giant would be musclebound. Moreover, he became suspicious of the Ministry of Works; rightly or wrongly, he felt its officials were too much at the mercy of big business, the big building contractors and – whisper it not at Transport House – the building trade unions. Better to let local pressures cut these potential dictators down to size. Local councillors had one qualification for being charged with the responsibility which could make good any deficiencies in expert knowledge: they spoke for the homeless and needed their votes. Housing cried aloud for a democratic organization.


The most vocal challenge to this decision came from the Tories. Why not use all agencies instead of one; why not unleash the private builders as well as the local authorities? The plea was plausible, but Bevan’s answer to it went to the root of his case. One reason, the social reason, for selecting the local authorities as the instrument was that only through them could houses be supplied to those in greatest need: otherwise, the private builders and private pockets would be selecting the tenants or house-owners. But there was another reason, a practical reason, which he believed to be equally valid: ‘It is that, if we are to have any correspondence between the size of the building force on the sites and the actual provision of the material coming forward to the sites from the industries, there must be some planning. If we are to plan we have to plan with plannable instruments, and the speculative builder, by his very nature, is not a plannable instrument.’ In fact, unknown to Churchill and the Tories, most of the housing experts at the Ministry of Health had been moving along undoctrinaire paths towards this same conclusion before Bevan arrived on the scene. The post-1918 experience, the likely conditions of scarcity, the tough struggle to obtain precious labour and materials and the will to use them sanely all pointed to the local authorities as the necessary chief instrument. Bevan’s civil servants welcomed his Socialist approach as hard-headed realism. They or the previous Minister had also decided to sugar the pill for private enterprise by a provision that the same subsidies for local government housing were to be made available for the small total of houses built for sale. Bevan transferred this proposition from the pigeon-hole to the waste-paper basket without a moment’s hesitation; was it really sensible, when local authorities were to be called upon to perform a great new task, to encourage private industry with government money to turn aside from assisting them? Bevan’s civil servants did not trouble to press the argument. When complaints were raised in the Commons about his brusque dismissal of this pet scheme of the private builders, his contempt knew no bounds. ‘The only remedy the Tories have for every problem,’ he said, ‘is to enable private enterprise to suck at the teats of the State.’


Yet many besides the Tories questioned the wisdom of Bevan’s main choice even though they had no obvious alternative to offer. Could the local authorities perform the huge new functions now thrust upon them? Might they not just sink beneath the burden? Where would they get the technical staff and advice? If some of the big and progressive authorities could be expected to succeed, what about the others? How much could be hoped for from the small authorities, particularly in the rural areas, which had never undertaken this type of work before? Bevan was proposing the biggest enlargement of local government activity, in degree if not in kind, in the history of local government; would the new machine really work? These were legitimate doubts. Theoretically, his decision might seem right, well-nigh inevitable. But many who were not hostile to his intentions feared that the instrument would break in his hands. Bevan’s answer and his department’s answer was to embark on a great drive to enlist the enthusiasm of the local authorities or, in some instances, to release the pent-up desire for action already prevailing. He himself and his leading officials toured the country to explain the programme and hear local representations. Local government offices were bombarded with circulars covering every aspect of house-building. Sometimes they were driven dizzy in the turmoil; the newspapers could easily paint a picture of hectic confusion. But having offered his supremely confident prophecy about the efficiency of his instrument, Bevan worked overtime to make the prophecy come true. It was an old Marxist stratagem.


Another ingredient was needed for success, apart from administrative enthusiasm. To start on the job, money was hardly less important than the tools. Bevan’s predecessors had already extracted  from the Treasury a rate of subsidy higher than anything known in pre-war days, and Dalton had been most helpful with interim assistance in the autumn of 1945. But Bevan’s conferences with local authorities convinced him that only a comprehensive financial settlement could give the programme the necessary impetus. A Housing (Financial and Miscellaneous Provisions) Bill was presented for Second Reading on 6 March 1946, and Bevan invited Charles Key, his Under-Secretary and a local government expert in his own right, to make the opening speech. Charlie Key’s pride and pleasure burst forth in his opening sentence: ‘There is no greater social problem facing the people of this country today than housing, and at no time have there been placed before the House financial proposals for tackling that problem more generous in amount, more consistent in principle or more complete in character than those embodied in this Bill.’ Local authorities, he said, would welcome the proposals as being ‘in excess not only of their wildest expectations but even of their highest hopes’.


These hyperboles were not unmerited. The existing subsidy on a standard three-bedroom house, granted on a forty-year basis, was £5 10s. from the national exchequer and £2 15s. from local rates. The new Bill lengthened the period from forty to sixty years and raised the subsidy to £16 10s. from the exchequer and £5 10s. from the local rates – thus altering the pre-war proportions of national and local contributions from two to one to three to one. This was the major substantial alteration, but a host of others was added to deal with special cases. Higher subsidies were proposed to cover houses for agricultural workers, houses in county districts where the rent-paying capacity of tenants was abnormally low, the provision of flats bearing high site costs, the provision of lifts in the flats, houses built in areas threatened by mining subsidence or where the rateable value was especially low and, finally, the extra cost of prefabricated permanent houses for which the Government was placing orders. No such far-ranging and meticulous effort had ever been made to use subsidies as a spur over the whole field of housing policy. Bevan’s own officials felt at first that he was being too ambitious about what might be obtained from the Treasury. They argued that it would be wiser to concentrate on the demand for higher subsidies without raising the issue of an altered proportion between national and local contributions – an innovation likely to offend the Treasury’s most tender susceptibilities about financial purity and precedent. ‘No,’ said Bevan cheerfully when Sir John Wrigley departed to open negotiations with the Treasury officials, ‘tell them we want three to one.’ Sir John did as he was instructed but was met, as he expected, with a sharp, almost supercilious, refusal. Bevan thereafter must have had private talks with Dalton. Sir John was advised to reopen the question with all the blandness he could muster. ‘My Minister,’ he said at the next meeting of the Committee, ‘still thinks that the figure of three to one would be appropriate.’ ‘And my Minister agrees,’ replied the Treasury official. Sir John was too polite to show signs of triumph. But Joshua must have felt the same sensation of delighted amazement when the walls of Jericho fell.


The choice of instrument, the money, above all the pitifully inadequate total of new houses actually built – these were the leading topics of debate inside the Commons and outside during 1945 and 1946. More and more Bevan considered that the discussion was distorted. Why was so much public interest concentrated on the local authorities, the building contractors, the building workers, and their alleged delinquencies? True, there was nothing streamlined in the sprawling private building with its vast proliferation of tiny firms and their varied, archaic methods. But a Hercules who tried to clear that Augean stable first would have no energy or time left to build houses. And the real constriction was elsewhere – in the innumerable industries serving the builders on the site. A house was at the end of the production line, not the beginning. Ideally, it would have been agreeable – the actual process of building would have been much swifter and less costly – if the whole operation could have been suspended until adequate stocks of materials were accumulated. Ideally, too, a few profitable years could have been devoted to the complicated legal task of breaking down the monopolistic and restrictive practices with which these industries were riddled. But he could not wait. What he did do, with considerable effect, was to use his public instrument to impose prescribed standards for materials and components on private interests, to ensure that the specifications of the British Standards Institution were made compulsory in local government housing. Thus some element of order was introduced into the previous confusion. But he could not divert the flow of materials merely to suit the needs of his Ministry. So many other Ministers and industries were competing. At varying times, steel, cast-iron, bricks, timber, always timber, were desperately scarce. During the first months, Bevan spent more time and nervous energy on the committees concerned with these products, fighting for his share of the available pool and searching for expedients to enlarge the pool, than in any other pursuit. What drove him near to frenzy was to cross from Whitehall, where the great issue was, say, softwood and its shortage across the planet, to Westminster where Tory M.P.s wearily recited their criticisms of local authorities and the Minister who had placed so much faith in them. Could the point never be grasped? The chosen instrument could use much more than industry and imports could supply.


Yet amid all these pressures and long before the houses were going up in any number, Bevan found time to refresh himself – and to make some of his bravest departures – in a field where many Ministers of Housing at such a time might never have entered. What sort of houses, how should they look, what would they be like to live in and where should they be built? The last of these questions fell more properly within the province of the Ministry of Town and Country Planning, but Bevan invaded it whenever he could. He had the good fortune to be on excellent terms with the Minister of Planning, Lewis Silkin, who, if he had been a lesser man, might have resented the intrusions of the Minister of Health. But they had common aims and interests. And the other questions about how the houses were to be built offered a perennial fascination. To escape from the businessmen and the politicians into the company of the architects was a benediction in itself.


In his first housing speech Bevan thought aloud on these themes. He protested against the whole pre-war system of building; it produced ‘castrated communities’. The arrangement whereby the speculative builders built for one income group and the local authorities for another was ‘a wholly evil thing from a civilized point of view, condemned by anyone who had paid the slightest attention to civics and eugenics; a monstrous infliction upon the essential psychological and biological one-ness of the community’. Local authorities had been left to provide ‘twilight villages’ whereas the speculative builders were responsible for ‘the fretful fronts stretching along the great roads out of London’, belonging to what he understood was called ‘the marzipan period’. The local authorities could never do worse and, given the chance of architectural diversification, they should do much better. Sound social needs, as much as aesthetics, should point in that direction. ‘After all, you know, a man wants three houses in his lifetime: one when he gets married, one when the family is growing up, and one when he is old; but very few of us can afford one.’ A much wider embrace of municipal ownership could offer a tentative solution to these complexities. By the same reasoning, local authorities should strive to find hospitality for all age groups on their estates. ‘I hope that the old people will not be asked to live in colonies of their own – they do not want to look out of their windows on endless processions of the funerals of their friends; they also want to look at processions of perambulators … The full life should see the unfolding of a multi-coloured panorama before the eyes of every citizen every day.’


These are extracts from what Bevan said in 1945. A similar selection could be made from almost every speech he delivered on housing. Hardly ever did Opposition speakers trouble to follow him on to this territory; no doubt their excuse would be that numbers and costs were too urgent. But Bevan refused to allow the issues of quality and variety to be submerged. In another of his Housing Bills he removed the ‘ridiculous inhibition’ incorporated in pre-war Housing Acts that public provision should be made only for ‘the housing of the working classes’. ‘We should try,’ he said, ‘to introduce in our modern villages and towns what was always the lovely feature of English and Welsh villages, where the doctor, the grocer, the butcher and the farm labourer all lived in the same street. I believe that is essential for the full life of a citizen … to see the living tapestry of a mixed community.’ And often, especially when pre-war figures or costs were cited, he lashed out against what had been done in those years. He was not prepared to count in any total all the ‘silly little bungalows’ built before the war: ‘builders made a fortune in putting them up, and fortunes are now being made in holding them up.’ Of course it put up costs to forbid local authorities or anyone else stringing houses along the highways, but how many lives had been lost because no sufficiently strong regulations forbad this infamy before: ‘children cannot obey the normal impulses of childhood without being murdered by the results of speculative builders’. Opposition speakers tended to greet these outbursts with a smile; had ribbon development Acts never been heard of before 1945? Yes, retorted Bevan, ‘a little grass verge between the road and the houses; that is all’. The apparent lack of interest shown by the Tories in quality was an exposure of their class bias; they did not live in such houses. Bevan’s passionate concern came from his love of beauty but also from a deep sense of the dignity of his own class. ‘I believe,’ he said, ‘that if we scamp our work at present we shall never be forgiven. Because of the low standards tolerated, if not imposed, by the Ministry before the war, there are today all over the landscape ugly houses poking their stupid noses into the air because they are too high for their width.’ Why should ugliness be thought good for his people?


One part of Bevan’s interest in this aspect of housing policy derived from his strong visual sense, a faculty rare in politicians, particularly Welsh ones. Perhaps a too formal or rigid education, the routine which buries schoolboys’ eyes in textbooks, helps to kill visual curiosity. Anyhow Bevan was never maimed in this manner, and he would gladly attribute the freshness with which he saw what was happening all around him to his early rejection of all educational authority, to his diligent self-education. He never moved anywhere without looking – at the use or misuse of the countryside, at the way towns and cities had been built, at the pictures on the walls of every house he entered. He was almost as much at home with painters as with poets, and never allowed anyone working in his department to relapse into the delusion that building houses was solely a question of economics or business. People had to live in them.


Many of these exhortations and reproofs fell on stony ground. Many of his hopes were disappointed and for an obvious reason: the interests of speed often conflicted with those of wise siting, and in those years speed was bound to win the day. Yet within the ambit where Bevan’s writ ran, he applied his principle in practice: he insisted on good standards for the houses themselves. Prior to the war, the minimum size of a three-bedroom house had been fixed at 750 square feet. A Ministry of Housing manual in 1944 had cautiously recommended 800/900 square feet. At the same time an independent committee presided over by the Earl of Dudley had proposed 900 square feet (plus 50 square feet for storage). Bevan at once plumped for the Dudley formula and encouraged local authorities to do even better (which many did). The distinctions may sound trivial, but they soon became topics of controversy. Could not something be saved by abandoning Bevan’s insistence on an upstairs lavatory? Could not more be saved, without reducing the actual living space, by making the passageways narrower, the larders fewer, the walls thinner? Could not more houses be built if these minor adjustments were permitted? The answer was plain; they could. But from 1945 to 1950 Bevan, the alleged demagogue, refused to increase the number of houses he could claim to have built by yielding to the demand. To cut standards, he insisted, was ‘the coward’s way out’. It would be ‘a cruel thing to do. After all, people will have to live in and among these houses for many years. Enough damage has already been done to the face of England by irresponsible people. If we have to wait a little longer, that will be far better than doing ugly things now and regretting them for the rest of our lives.’ Moreover, if one concession was made, how many more would be extorted? Nothing made him angrier than the attack on his housing standards, particularly when it came from those who would faint from claustrophobia in 900 square feet. And, to anticipate the story, nothing made him sadder than when his successor as Housing Minister, Hugh Dalton, surrendered to the clamour. Bevan, said Dalton, had been ‘a tremendous Tory’9 on the momentous issue of the upstairs lavatory; his whole attitude to standards was something near a phobia. Yet the breaches made by Dalton were widened by Dalton’s successors. One of the oddities of Britain’s post-war housing history is that the best houses were built in the first five years when the stringency was greatest, and that only after this most testing period was the great post-war opportunity lost to forbid the re-growth of giant working-class ghettoes. Fortunately, standards have not been universally depressed to the level encouraged by the Ministry in London after 1951, but, for that, the credit is due to local authorities who acquired better habits in those first ambitious years.10


The same approach influenced Bevan’s attitude to prefabricated building. He had always criticized the temporary prefab programme – although he did not refrain from including the figures in his housing returns. These ‘rabbit hutches’, as he occasionally called them much to the annoyance of the many satisfied tenants, used up sites, materials and labour which could better have been devoted to permanent building. But the prefabrication of permanent houses was an idea deserving continued experiment, despite some protests of the building unions and their heavier cost compared with conventional building. Bevan gave much personal encouragement to the inventors, and in the spring of 1946 settled on two types – the British Steel House and the Airey House, a construction of precast concrete. Neither of these was exactly a thing of beauty but they were not eyesores – in the case of the Airey House, Bevan went to see for himself and told the contractors they would only get the order when they had devised a decent sliding roof. Later that year production was started on ten other non-traditional types, and a further type of semi-prefabrication and much the most attractive – the Cornish unit – won Bevan’s unqualified approval. (He wanted to get one of his own and plant it in some distant countryside beyond the reach of Cabinet despatch-riders.) Altogether, permanent prefabrication added 10,000 houses to the total built during Bevan’s period of office and an additional 170,000 thereafter. However, the cost was high and in the 1950s a decision was lamely made to bring the programme to a halt.11


Another adventure on a lesser scale illustrates his interest. After many preliminary rebuffs he at last succeeded in persuading the Treasury – once Cripps who had the same interest had arrived there – to provide a special subsidy for the reimbursement of authorities who found building in their own local stone more expensive than bricks. Of all the monuments left behind him, the lovely post-war cottages in the Cotswolds, suited to the surrounding countryside, were among those of which he was proudest. And the delight was increased when in some places – as with the stone terraces in Bath – the authorities paid heed to the ceaseless war he waged against the over-emphasis on semi-detached houses. ‘The middle class in England,’ he said, ‘has always been the source of social ugliness, inflicting on us appalling architecture, so that many of our housing estates look like railway sidings. In future we should arrange houses in groups of four, six or ten where they suit each other.’ Often when he preached these sermons all over the country the congregations were impatient. But he never stopped. ‘We don’t want a country of East Ends and West Ends, with all the petty snobberies this involves. That was one of the evil legacies of the Victorian era.’ No one and nothing could prevent him peering into the future. ‘While we shall be judged for a year or two by the number of houses we build,’ he told a conference of rural authorities in May, 1946, ‘we shall be judged in ten years’ time by the type of houses we build.’


Yet the numbers mattered so much – for the homeless, his Party, and himself. During the early years, much to the annoyance of the Opposition, he refused to make public the target he was aiming at year by year. The Tories called this cowardice; he considered it elementary cunning. If he fixed the total too high and failed to reach it, he would have handed a weapon to his opponents; if he fixed it too low, he would be derided for complacency. The point was sound, but could hardly prevail against taunts from the Opposition, and much worse, the housing queues which seemed always to be getting longer, not shorter. In the summer and autumn of 1946, the ugly situation was dramatized by ‘the squatters’. In many parts of the country, mothers and fathers, carrying their children and family belongings, invaded huts which had not been derequisitioned by the local authorities, and set up improvised homes of their own. The idea was adopted by Communists in London who organized ‘the Great Sunday Squat’ in an empty block of flats in Kensington. The Government feared widespread disorder. Eviction orders were served on the London squatters, most of whom were scrambled into hostels. Elsewhere the squatters were sometimes victorious, retaining their primitive conquests with the backing of local public opinion. The alarm subsided. An outbreak of direct action which could have spread like a prairie fire was kept in check, and one reason why the Government could reassert its authority undoubtedly was that it was thought to be acting fairly in its general policy; houses were to go to the neediest first. Without that safeguard, a mass movement of lawless rage against the housing shortage could have swept through many cities, disrupting altogether any fair system of allocation.


Bevan sympathised with the squatters, but he could not allow them to take command. For multitudes the problem was urgent, but strangely, also, the multitudes were not getting less but growing. Was it not clear that full employment, fuller wage packets, the fact that people were now being encouraged to demand a house of their own, were multiplying his difficulties? ‘Dissatisfaction with the Government,’ he said in an interview at the end of 1946, ‘is the real dynamic of democracy, the elemental force of political action. How on earth can people be satisfied when the lack of houses is such a fertile source of human misery?’ Then, as was usual with him, his own eloquence opened wider vistas. ‘A society in which the people’s wants do not exceed their possessions is not a Socialist society. That sort of satisfaction is not Socialism, it is senility.’ But sometimes he was enraged; the dynamic of democracy could become too importunate. And more and more he took refuge in the estimate, made by his predecessor, of the 750,000 houses required to give every family a separate house. In October 1946, Churchill returned to the attack. ‘The amount of needless suffering his [Bevan’s] prejudices have caused cannot be measured. There is, however, a certain poetic justice in the fact that the most mischievous political mouth in wartime has become, in peace, the most remarkable administrative failure.’ Bevan replied with a tirade against ‘a wicked man’. But he added: ‘I give you this promise: that by the next general election there will be no housing shortage as far as the mass of the British people are concerned.’12 The 750,000 houses would be built and, after that, the task would start of pulling down the ugly houses built by the Tories and building beautiful cities and towns.


The severities of that 1946 winter were no less fierce than those of the year before. We were still biting on iron. Most local authorities were doing their job too well; their orders had outrun the supply of materials and those who had to be restrained naturally put the blame on Bevan. In London special labour difficulties arose. ‘You can’t find out what happens to the building force,’ he said; ‘it hides itself; if this had really been a military operation I could shoot a few builders.’ ‘Where are all the people I need for my programme?’ he once asked in exasperation at the Cabinet. Attlee had the answer: ‘Looking for houses, Nye.’ That October a drive was conducted to finish the houses already completed up to eaves’ level before too many others were started. One night Bevan stormed into the Smoking Room from a meeting of the Cabinet. Throwing back his head he lamented: ‘It’s like the Tower of Babel.’ ‘Yes, I understand,’ said Seymour Cocks, ‘they couldn’t get the roof on either.’


*


Did the policy work?


To judge by the Tory attack, relentlessly sustained throughout the whole Parliament, Churchill had chosen his ground shrewdly. Neither he nor his subordinates had reason to repent the bitter prophecies of Bevan’s failure made in 1945. In the House of Commons itself a long list of Tory spokesmen on housing – Henry Willink, R. S. Hudson, Harry Crookshank, Walter Elliot, David Maxwell Fyfe, Derek Walker-Smith – were dialectically massacred by Bevan. They would never answer his reiterated question: would they abandon his determination to provide houses for those in greatest need first, and, if not, what other instrument but his could they use for the purpose? Churchill kept clear of the direct controversy; never once did he face Bevan in a housing debate. But in the country outside the niceties of debate went unnoticed and the Tory newspapers pilloried the Minister of Health in a style to satisfy Churchill. Every hold-up, every obstacle, every muddle was magnified in screaming headlines. A miasma of doubt and discontent  about Bevan’s methods was easily spread. It would have been excited without the aid of Tory malevolence. For, of course, the truth was that the 750,000 estimate – the original calculation of the Ministry – was a monstrous underestimate. It made no allowance for the huge weight of past neglect, the spectacular post-war increase in the marriage rate and the birth-rate; above all, the vast submerged demand for better housing which post-war conditions brought to the surface.13 The housing shortage which Bevan promised to cure in his term of office is not cured today. Tory propagandists thought they had in his pledge a blunt instrument with which he could be hammered to his political grave.


Yet this mistaken prophecy, by itself, was pardonable. Even if he had discovered that the official figures reflected so poorly the full gravity of the housing shortage, he might have been tempted, especially in the early years, not to blazon the fact abroad too brutally. The task to be undertaken would have been made to look so formidable that the nation might have quailed before it. No: a plainer condemnation of Bevan’s policy derives from another source. At the Blackpool Conference of the Conservative Party in 1950, when the Labour housing programme was running at the rate of just over 200,000 houses a year, the floor forced on the platform a demand for the target of 300,000 houses a year. Within two years, under Harold Macmillan’s direction at the Ministry of Housing, the figure was attained. Against this achievement, and the reflection it casts on Bevan’s performance, no effective answer may seem possible. Macmillan’s success compared with Bevan’s failure is now enshrined in the mythology of the Conservative Party, and historians accept it with the suave docility of Daily Telegraph leader-writers.14


Yet there is a solid, some may feel an overwhelming, answer to the indictment. The events which supply it are vital to the record of Bevan’s career as a Minister, his relations with his colleagues, and the fate of the Labour Government itself. One symptom of those events is revealed in the housing figures. During the whole period of the Labour Government a total of one and a half million of additional units of accommodation were provided.15 More than a million of these were new permanent houses; the rest was made up of temporary prefabs, conversions and the repair of war-damaged houses, all absorbing materials and labour which could otherwise have been used for permanent building. This achievement was no small one in the first years after the war when the country was also engaged in a big factory-building programme. It far surpassed anything achieved in Britain after 1918 or in most other countries after 1945. Incidentally, the target of 750,000, supposed to be sufficient to provide every family with a separate house, was achieved in the autumn of 1948. Some defence of Bevan’s policy could be left to rest on this recital alone. A nation should be able to do better seven or ten years after a great war than three or five years after. Yet if this was all that could be said, some part of the charge would also stand. Macmillan achieved a rate of house-building spectacularly better than Bevan’s, and Bevan certainly never regarded Macmillan as a man capable of working miracles. However, figures during Bevan’s period of office show something else of deeper significance; the graph of new building rose to its peak in 1948 and then declined. In 1946 the number of new houses completed was 55,400; in 1947, 139,690; in 1948, 227,616. With the contributions from other forms of building the total in 1948 was 284,230. Thus, three years after the war, the Government was within striking distance of 300,000. If the natural expansion had been maintained, it is certain that that figure would have been passed in 1949. (The magic total would have been all the more readily attainable if Bevan had agreed to cut standards16 and the proportion of three-bedroomed to smaller houses, as his successors did, or if he had been able or willing to curtail the huge war-damage programme which was estimated to be the equivalent of 100,000 new houses.) The essential fact is that in the midst of its term of office, the Government deliberately cut and henceforth confined the housing programme. Bevan’s house-building instrument was not permitted to produce the results of which it was buoyantly capable. Moreover, he had to keep silent then and thereafter, at least in public, about the causes of the change in policy. The agony he endured needs no emphasis. But, of course, he was not alone in his trials. The blow to the housing programme was part of a larger crisis, which must now be examined.17 1947 was the year of Labour’s travail. It began with the coldest winter since 1880, snow, frost, storms and floods following one another like the afflictions of Job, an acute coal shortage, a breakdown in transport and shipping, and a fuel crisis which brought great stretches of British industry to a standstill for three weeks – incidentally imposing fresh checks on the supply of building materials for housing. The shock left its wounds and tremors everywhere – on the economy, in the Cabinet, throughout the country and the Labour movement. Never did the Labour Government recover its first dashing confidence. Dalton and Cripps pinned much of the blame on Shinwell and sought to persuade Attlee to remove him. Attlee was unconvinced, but it was clear that there had been a breakdown in planning as well as everything else and that a much stricter system was needed. At first Attlee considered giving greater powers over the domestic field to Herbert Morrison, but Dalton and Cripps shuddered at the prospect. Was not Morrison already supposed to be the great planner? Had he not claimed at the Party Conference in 1946: ‘The Government is rapidly building up an overall planning organization … The real problem of statesmanship in the field of industry and economics is to see the trouble coming and to prevent ourselves getting into the smash.’ Yet one smash had come and, as the country clambered out of it, another seemed in the making. In any case, Morrison fell ill, struck down by thrombosis for several weeks.


Governing the whole mood of desperation inside the Government was the knowledge that the American and Canadian loans were being spent faster than any one had foreseen – partly because rocketing American prices had reduced the value of the loans and partly because the recovery in production and exports was too slow. At the beginning of the year Dalton sent stern warnings to Attlee and the Cabinet and cast around for ways to ward off the peril. The most unconscionable drain on the nation’s resources was the huge sums which had to be provided, often in dollars, for the armed forces still maintained all over the world. ‘What shall it profit Britain,’ wrote Dalton in a fierce note to the Prime Minister, which came near to threatening resignation, ‘to have 1,500,000 men in the Forces and Supply, and to be spending nearly £1,000 millions on them, if we come an economic cropper two years hence?’18 He talked of the danger of another and worse 1931 collapse and yet complained that he had met with ‘a blank wall’ from Attlee. The unshakable realities of the personal combinations in the Cabinet emerged. Defence expenditure was a reflection of foreign policy; foreign policy was in the hands of Ernest Bevin and in any dispute Attlee would infallibly side with Bevin and the Defence Ministers against all comers. Moreover, in that bleak spring of 1947, Attlee and Bevin had to face a towering challenge on the international front. Attlee had to dismiss one Viceroy of India, find another, and fix the date for Britain’s departure from India. Bevin made the decision that the British Government could no longer support the regimes in Greece and Turkey and wished to time his withdrawal at the precise moment when he could secure American willingness to take over the burden. These were fantastic problems for a Government to have to solve while the country was plunging towards bankruptcy. Bevin would not be hustled by Dalton, and Attlee had other reasons, apart from personal sympathies, for backing Bevin.


Much less excusable was the full support which Attlee gave to Bevin’s Palestine policy which ended in total fiasco. There 100,000 British troops became engaged in a hopeless war with the Jews. Bevin had never attempted to follow the pro-Zionist policy enunciated by the Labour Party before 1945, but had nothing to put in its place but blind, harsh repression. Since it was plain that Arab and Jew would never agree, a partition of the twice-promised land became the only honourable, workable alternative. This was the course strongly urged by Dalton, Bevan and others. But Bevin was adamant; having given an awkward pledge to ‘eat his hat’ if he himself did not solve the problem, he seemed determined to let no one else try. On this issue Bevan contemplated resignation; ‘I advised him,’ says Dalton, ‘not to be too quick off the mark.’19  Bevan also backed Dalton on the more general issue of defence expenditure and overseas commitments. Bevin’s rigid command over the whole range of the Government’s policy afflicted the work of other Ministers less defensibly than it had done in the first demobilization disputes of 1945 and 1946.


The malaise at the top produced reverberations on the back benches. In October 1946 an amendment critical of Bevin’s foreign policy had been moved by R. H. S. Crossman in the debate on the King’s Speech. Crossman had also returned from Palestine (he had been a member of the Anglo-American Commission which had produced a report, rejected out of hand by Bevin) with a devastating critique of Bevin’s policy there. In the spring of 1947 a number of back benchers had made their activities more formal. They started what they called a ‘Keep Left’ group, and in April produced a pamphlet20 which sounded the alarm about the course the Government was pursuing. One part of the criticism was aimed at what was considered to be Bevin’s excessively anti-Russian, pro-American policy; the main peremptory theme was to stress that drastic measures must be introduced to ward off the menace presented by the exhaustion of the American Loan. Several of the specific proposals resembled those which restive members of the Cabinet had been urging vainly on Attlee-Bevin. The ‘Keep Left’ M.P.s suggested that a Minister of Economic Affairs should be installed to organize and direct a real planning machine – Dalton and Cripps had been urging that this step must be taken, if necessary over Morrison’s dead body. They backed to the hilt the demand for a much swifter demobilization on lines which almost paraphrased Dalton’s private remonstrance to Attlee. They called for immediate savings in imports – many of which were enforced that autumn. They insisted that the condition of the American Loan settlement whereby sterling should be made convertible on 15 July was utterly unworkable and that the clause in the settlement which permitted convertibility to be postponed, in exceptional circumstances, should at once be invoked. Here as yet they found no support in the highest circles. The most inexplicable feature of the whole situation, unexplained still, is how the Cabinet relinquished all control over this fateful decision to the Treasury, accepting from that department a view about the practicability of the step which, as Dalton admits, was ‘quite irrational’.


Apart from this item, much that appeared in Keep Left looked like a direct leakage from the Cabinet controversies. But it was not. No liaison between the Left on the back benches and the rebellious Ministers existed. Dalton had a hand-picked Finance Group to whom he sometimes vouchsafed his troubles, but none of them believed in taking the controversies openly to the Party. Bevan was even more isolated; he scrupulously refused to discuss Cabinet matters even with his most intimate friends. And Bevin was easily able to pulverize his open critics. At the Party Conference at Whitsun 1947, he sank without trace all the disputes about demobilization and defence expenditure with a broadside against those who had ‘stabbed him in the back’ during the previous October. At this Conference Aneurin Bevan was re-elected at the top of the list to the Party’s National Executive by the constituency parties. Thanks partly no doubt to Churchill’s assaults upon him he remained the hero of the rank-and-file. But he too had his rebuffs; a spokesman of the building unions was openly hostile and a resolution demanding that the Government should take immediate steps to abolish tied cottages in the rural areas was narrowly carried, despite his pleadings. The whole Conference was fretful and fearful. ‘We are in a dark patch just now,’ concluded Morrison, ‘but we have our plan, we have our purpose … we shall win through to a better day.’


The purpose may have been clear, but there was no real plan and the Government stumbled forward into its greatest crisis, with Attlee’s hold on the reins becoming so feeble that he was almost unhorsed. At a series of meetings at the end of the session an effort was made to rally a dejected Party. But the accents of the leader were plaintive and halting; he could not draw together the strands of policy and weave them into coherence; rather he preferred to call on each Minister in turn to answer for his own responsibilities. During these critical weeks, moreover, the rumour spread that the Government’s commitment to nationalize iron and steel was to be abandoned in deference to protests from the steel interests, and suddenly this issue surged to the forefront as the test of the Government’s  determination not to be bullied by its political opponents.21 Dalton perhaps understood most clearly what the economic situation required; he had introduced a strong anti-inflationary Budget and still gave much of his old impression of mastery; behind the scenes he was fighting for the cuts in imports and the armed services which alone could bring immediate relief and he showed no weakness about steel. But at this fatal moment, almost overnight, he emerged more as the architect of disaster than the possible saviour. On 15 July, sterling was made convertible according to the Anglo-American contract. The storm did not break immediately. But after a six weeks’ trial, in the middle of August, the experiment had to be called off. Many of the last millions of the American Loan – 700 million dollars in one month – had been squandered in the most inept manœuvre ever executed by a brilliant economist and the Treasury brains trust. Dalton confessed himself ‘humiliated’; as a political power he was destroyed. The unhappy event later that November, when he most punctiliously insisted on resigning following a quite innocent but foolish leakage of a budget secret to a journalist, was doubtless a sequel to those weeks of mid-August madness. (‘Anyone could see for some time,’ said Bevan later, ‘that Dalton was under such strain that something was bound to happen. There is no immaculate conception of disaster.’)22


Yet before he departed Dalton had engaged in the most elaborate, the most excusable and the most abortive intrigue of his career. From July until October, he, Cripps, Morrison and Bevin tentatively discussed with one another whether Attlee could be removed from the Premiership and replaced by Bevin. The essence of the whole matter was: could the four come together? If so, the deed would be done. The answer was they could not. Cripps was the most eager and active in the plot: if Bevin was unwilling to take the Premiership, he was ready himself. Dalton, both before and after the convertibility fiasco, eagerly abetted Cripps. Morrison had his own alternative preference for the highest post. Bevin came down fiercely against the whole idea at the end, although not quite so fiercely at the beginning, if Dalton is to be believed. Bevin would not ‘do a Lloyd George’ on his ‘little man’. The decision did much credit to Bevin’s approach to politics. He preferred power to the trappings of office. And, with Attlee there, he had the power already. Furthermore, during those particular months, Bevin was engaged in the most considerable feat of his Foreign Secretaryship. In June, General Marshall, the United States Secretary of State, made a speech at Harvard in which he hinted that the United States might be willing to give aid to Europe on a new, more fruitful and far-reaching basis. Bevin saw at once the potentialities of the declaration, worked to foster them, and doubtless wanted no distraction, such as a change of government in London might interpose.


Yet the whole intrigue was not entirely profitless. Attlee might bear the chief responsibility for the general disarray of his administration but he still showed his coolness and quality in dealing with men. He seemed to bear no grudge against Cripps and gracefully bowed to the new, alternative reorganization which Cripps proposed – that he (Cripps) should be appointed Minister of Economic Affairs, with full command over the home front. And when Dalton left the Exchequer, Cripps took his place. The Government would make a new start under a partially new regime.


Bevan himself played no part in these particular personal conflicts. The first – and the last – he heard of the proposal for replacing Attlee was at what Jennie Lee calls ‘one of Stafford’s high-minded teas’. The occasion occurred in the early days of August. Aneurin and Jennie had everything ready for starting their holiday and Aneurin was frantically impatient to get off, when they received an urgent request to call upon Cripps and Lady Cripps that afternoon. The terms of the invitation made refusal impossible and when the four assembled at Cripps’s flat in Whitehall Court, Cripps broached his ideas in a manner which showed that he believed the fate of the Government to be at stake. It was imperative that Attlee should step down from the Premiership and make way for Bevin or himself. Cripps gave an account of his soundings so far – the names included some of the most ‘loyal’ members of the Party – and sought to enlist Bevan’s support. But Bevan was wary and unpersuaded. He, like the others, had been increasingly critical of Attlee but he could restrain his enthusiasm for the substitution of Bevin and thought Cripps’s own chances were much more remote than he realized. Bevan’s short reply was that he was against ‘palace revolutions’; it would be wiser for all Cabinet ministers who felt disturbed to concentrate on the policy changes they desired. So Bevan departed on his holiday and when he returned the climax had passed.


But the crisis of 1947 had brought for him a denouement bitter beyond words – the cut in the housing programme. Earlier that year, in June, July and August, as the danger mounted, many voices had been raised, outside the Government as well as within it, urging that the real source of the nation’s economic troubles was the much too ambitious programme of capital investment which government policy had allowed. ‘We must accept the need for curtailing capital expenditure on long-term capital projects – housing, schools, hospitals,’ said Sir Clive Baillieu, President of the Federation of British Industries. Several newspapers – notably The Times, the Economist, and the Manchester Guardian – directing their attention to housing, struck a note very different from that of Bevan’s earlier critics. ‘The main issue now,’ said the Guardian, ‘is not whether we are building as many houses as we could, but whether we can afford to go on trying to build as many as we are doing.’ Lord Woolton took up the cry: ‘I ask in these days of over-full employment for the postponement of all works of a public nature, and for the discouragement of all capital expenditure, whether by Government or private industry.’ Bevan, in a housing debate in July, had set his face against these demands. ‘I resist the suggestion that it is necessary for us to reduce our housing programme. I believe that if we did that, we would greatly jeopardize national progress.’ Yet he was called back from his holiday to the critical Cabinet meetings summoned to deal with the wreckage left by convertibility and the mounting threat to the balance of payments. The whole atmosphere was one of suffocating necessity. Before the convertibility climax one programme of cuts and austerities was announced; food imports from dollar areas were curtailed, the basic petrol ration was reduced by a third, miners were to work a half-hour longer. Three days after the climax, other rigours were added: the meat ration was cut, foreign travel allowances were stopped, the basic petrol ration was abolished. In the days that followed, a saving on housing also figured on the Treasury list of essential measures. Partly the purpose was to make possible a reduction on general capital construction and partly to reduce dollar expenditure on timber. The changes could not produce results at once; the effect on the number of houses built in 1948 might be small. But for 1949 it was calculated that the number of houses completed would be reduced to 140,000.


Short of resignation, Bevan had no remedy, and that remedy was barred. Had he left the Government at that moment, the whole administration might have tottered and he himself would have been blackened as the administrative failure Churchill had always denounced – this on the eve of the year when his programme was to produce the high total of 280,000 houses. Clearly, resignation would have been folly. Moreover, he believed that the full cuts would never be carried through – and they never were. In 1949, 217,000 houses were built instead of the 140,000 forecast by Cripps in October 1947. Thereafter the figure was maintained at round about the 200,000 mark. Bevan never ceased to rail against what he called ‘the whistle-blowing’ planning of the Treasury experts in manipulation of capital investment programmes. They thought when they moved figures on charts, men moved too; ‘they thought a building worker in Liverpool became a cowman in Kent’. So the full rigour of the 1947 Treasury edict was never imposed. Its results were nonetheless heartbreaking for Bevan and his officials – and the homeless. All the schemes, which were working well, for the training of building workers and the recruitment of apprentices, suffered a severe setback.23 Henceforth, Bevan’s instrument for house-building had to be used in reverse; instead of stimulating the laggard authorities into action, it became a main function of the Ministry to stop local authorities building too much. The rueful comment of Sir John Wrigley to his Minister indicated how painful was the consequence for those who had struggled so hard to make the instrument effective. ‘If we build more than 200,000 houses,’ said Sir John, ‘I’ll be sacked by the Chancellor, and if I build less, I’ll be sacked by you.’24 The instrument was working with uncanny precision. After the 284,230 houses built in 1948, the figures for 1949, 1950 and 1951 were 217,240, 210,258 and 204,117 respectively.


*


Looking back, the decision about housing taken in the autumn of 1947 emerges as one of the most politically fateful in the Government’s period of office. If it had been possible to avoid fixing the limitation on the potentialities of the programme, the Conservative Opposition would have been deprived of an argument which they deployed with immense effect. No one would have been able to level the foolish charge that whereas Bevan succeeded with the Health Service he had failed with housing. At the time, however, the nature of the decision was masked.


One reason was that the injury to the housing programme was only part of a whole grim series of austerity measures which looked unavoidable. Another reason, as we have seen, was that the full severity of the cut, originally announced by Stafford Cripps when Parliament reassembled in October 1947, was mitigated. Indeed, in the following weeks Bevan seemed to have won a complete last-minute reprieve in the Cabinet. Speaking on 18 December, Cripps replied to critics who were insisting that housing should be further cut and that Bevan had succeeded in ‘torpedoing’ his plan for the restriction of capital investment. Cripps did not directly repudiate this last accusation, but argued instead that timber was the only real limiting factor; the Government was not reducing the housing programme ‘more than the materials compelled us to do’. Bevan was glad to embrace this argument himself. He wished to remove, so far as he was able, the disillusion which a more general reduction of the programme would spread throughout the country, particularly among building workers. He was proud of what had been achieved by technical innovation in vastly reducing the amount of softwood needed in each house and he hoped that, if the dollar situation eased, the cut could be restored. The third obvious reason for the concealment of the reality was that the cut did not take effect for many months; the Opposition did not challenge another housing debate until the following July and then their attack turned more on the cost of building than on numbers. On this score, too, Bevan believed that he had a good reply. Costs had risen sharply; no one could deny the charge. His own hopes and forecasts that costs would eventually fall and that the subsidies could be reduced had gone completely awry. But the costs of everything had increased and, since the price of houses had gone up less than the materials used in house-building, the new attack was not so damaging. He could welcome the diversion in the terms of the debate. The overwhelming fact was that, since by 1948 the housing programme was producing houses in big numbers, the most intensive pressure on the Ministry of Health was somewhat relieved. The full political consequence of the 1947 decision and of further similar decisions came later and will be treated later.


Then also, as the winter of 1947 approached, other events lightened the darkness which had so nearly engulfed the whole Government that summer. Cripps at the Treasury, however distasteful his individual measures might be, showed that a new grip had been fastened on the levers of administration. The prospect that General Marshall’s speech might be translated to a plan lifted the threat to Britain’s balance of payments. Finally, 1948 was to be the year when the Labour Government would bring into operation its reforms covering the whole field of social security. The Acts of Parliament incorporating these plans had already been passed; James Griffiths had introduced the National Insurance Act and the Industrial Injuries Act, Bevan himself had introduced the National Health Service Act and was at that moment engaged in his final negotiations with the doctors – to be described in the next chapters. He also introduced in successive weeks in November two other major Bills. Neither compared in importance with his work on housing and health, but they were each measures which in pre-war Parliaments might have been regarded as principal legislative proposals for a full session.


The first – the National Assistance Bill – brought to an end, amid barely a whisper of controversy, a whole tumultuous epoch of British social history. For centuries the harshest ignominies inflicted on British citizens were associated with the Poor Law. Every few decades almost, since the days of Queen Elizabeth I, fierce controversies had stirred against the pitifully inadequate, haphazard system of outdoor relief for indigent people or the inhuman conditions in which they were crowded into workhouses. Bevan himself had played a foremost part in the last of these great revolts – the fight in the thirties against the family Means Test and all its kindred degradations. Now his National Assistance Bill, incorporating the proposals of the Beveridge Report and extending enactments made in the war, ended the old Poor Law, decreed that the workhouses should go, and provided a new system of relief for all those – estimated at about 450,000 at the time – whose needs would not be covered by the other security measures. The disbursement of the money for these persons was made a national responsibility, to be discharged by a National Assistance Board operating scales approved by Parliament; where administrative care and welfare were needed in institutions, responsibility was placed on the local authorities. Bevan, in his Second Reading speech, referred to special provisions made for the blind, the deaf, other handicapped persons and those suffering from pulmonary tuberculosis. Hitherto, those encouraged to give up their jobs to undergo treatment for tuberculosis were entitled to grants so long as their condition was considered incurable; thereafter the grant ceased. The Bill made an end of this ‘cruel affliction’. Much the biggest category of persons affected by the Bill, however, were the old. Here, too, Bevan’s sympathies derived from his pre-war experience. The old and the defenceless had always been the chief victims of the indignities and harshness of the Means Test. In most of his housing speeches as Minister he had paid special attention to old people’s needs. He welcomed the fact that many more people in their old age were able to continue living in their own homes, welcomed the fact that many were staying at work longer, and urged that local authorities should provide houses for the old, not in separate precincts, but interspersed throughout the new estates. Even so, for many, something more would be needed and ‘a great departure’ was proposed. The workhouses would go; instead, the welfare authorities would be encouraged to provide special homes or residential hostels catering for some twenty-five to thirty persons. This should be the optimum size; ‘bigness is the enemy of humanity. That is the reason why the metropolis is such a bad place to live in’. Such plans, said Bevan, were easy to state, but difficult to execute. But despite all the difficulties, the start would be made. Certainly he did not underrate the immensity of the task. By 1970 old people would be one in five of the population. ‘It is a staggering figure; indeed it can be said that in some respects the proper care and welfare of the aged is the peculiar problem of modern society.’25


Bevan’s other major 1947 Bill also awakened ancient memories. One of his complaints of the thirties was that the system of exchequer aid for local authorities left those authorities with the smallest resources in rateable value to carry the heaviest burdens; the poor kept the poor. He naturally wished to alter those arrangements, and in any case the many new adjustments in the respective financial burdens borne by central and local government resulting from the security programme or nationalization measures made imperative a new apportionment between the two. Bevan’s Local Government Bill had an easy passage, although he himself admitted that only a senior wrangler could comprehend the more complicated parts of it.26 South Wales and the other old distressed areas were appreciative; ‘the fact that the Welsh counties receive assistance,’ he said, ‘is a purely arithmetical relationship, and not an a priori principle’; it merely underlined how unfairly Wales had been treated before. The same measure made it mandatory for the first time for local authorities to pay councillors for lost time if they applied. The Tories still objected; they would have left individual councils free to decide whether they would make the provision. But Bevan insisted that his proposal was essential for the vitality of democratic government. He had no fear of grave financial scandals. All the payments would have to be made public. The councillor’s ‘neighbours can check him, and I know of no more bitter auditor than local gossip’.


Some measure re-ordering local government finance would have had to be introduced by any Government at the time. The payment of councillors had long been advocated by the Labour Party and an overwhelming case for it had been made by a committee which Bevan had appointed. But he added his own distinctive touch to the Bill. Councils were empowered for the first time to levy a rate up to sixpence to help in the establishment or maintenance of theatres, concert halls, dance halls, bands or orchestras. He could not expect much use to be made at once of this new facility but he believed that the Local Government Act 1948 might be remembered for this clause when most of its other provisions were forgotten or superseded. ‘Some day,’ he wrote, ‘under the impulse of collective action, we shall enfranchise the artists, by giving them our public buildings to work upon, our bridges, our housing estates, our offices, our industrial canteens, our factories and the municipal buildings where we house our civic authorities. It is tiresome to listen to the diatribes of some modern art critics who bemoan the passing of the rich patron as though this must mean the decline of art, whereas it could mean its emancipation if the artists were restored to their proper relationship with civic life.’ Popes, kings, dukes and princes had had general revenues at their disposal; that was public rather than private patronage, an illustration of the power of collective action. Had such sources not been available, ‘Leonardo da Vinci and Michelangelo would have died largely inarticulate’.27 And had it not been for Bevan’s Section 132 of the Local Government Bill, the Liverpool Philharmonic Orchestra is among the bodies which would never have survived.


Apart from the major Bills, he also introduced several minor ones (altogether between August 1945 and January 1951 he was responsible for 23 Acts of Parliament), and sometimes his particular interest was provoked by these measures, as for instance with the Births and Deaths Registration Bill of 1947 which provided for a shortened birth certificate without mention of parentage, thereby helping to protect the ‘illegitimate’ child. He referred to the matter in these terms: ‘If we can prevent injustice to one person we ought to do so. There is an old English roundelay which runs as follows:






One is one and all alone


And evermore shall be so.








It varies in different parts of the country, but it is very old, and it shows how deeply sympathetic mankind is towards the isolated individual.’





1947, then, for all its political tempests and blizzards, had its softer moments. Even amid the clatter of parish pumps on the Committee Stage of the Local Government Bill, Bevan found some release. His Tory opponent, Walter Elliot, pictured him stopping his ears against all entreaties ‘like Ulysses of old with the sirens’. Bevan intervened at once: ‘I can readily imagine myself,’ he said, ‘in the role of Ulysses, but I cannot imagine the right hon. Gentleman in the role of a siren.’
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