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            i“Jad Adams has written a well-researched and sympathetic biography – though not a hagiography – about someone who will live for ever in the pantheon of Labour heroes. Here is a man capable of arousing great and contradictory passions among friends and foes alike, by turns inspiring, infuriating, courageous, irresponsible, right about some of the big issues of the day and sometimes just plain wrong.”

            Chris Mullin, New Statesman

            “This is a serious biography which all living politicians (and a good many dead ones too) could be proud to have written about them … Mr Adams takes us through Tony Benn’s long career with considerable narrative skill and a more than adequate knowledge of both the minutiae and the broad sweep of left-wing politics.”

            Roy Jenkins, Sunday Telegraph

            “I am in a position to make an informed judgement on Jad Adams’s biography. I find it an extremely accurate account of all those events and situations of which I have first-hand knowledge. Adams is perceptive in the details with which his pages are laced. And, unlike many who have done a lot of work in television, he writes in a style that makes a reader wish to read on.”

            Tam Dalyell, The Scotsman

            “There is real added value in Mr Adams’s pages … Adams has won a permanent place in the Benn literature and that matters.”

            Peter Hennessy, Times Educational Supplement

            “An exceptionally good example of what is normally an awkward genre, the biography of a living public figure … Told with considerable grace and style … candour and warmth of narrative.”

            Anthony Howard, Sunday Times

            “Benn’s turbulent career makes fascinating reading in Jad Adams’s biography.”

            Daily Express

            ii“Benn’s character shines through this fat but very readable biography … Benn has been subject to fierce and frequently unfair personal attack. This book sets out the case for him, and it is one worth making.”

            Allan Massie, Daily Telegraph

            “Extremely well researched and documented … For those who are interested in a study of political perversity, this book is worth reading.”

            Nicholas Ridley, The Guardian

            “Jad Adams has written an able account of this strange career now becalmed. He writes as a strong sympathiser who nevertheless can criticise.”

            Douglas Hurd, Sunday Express

            “Jad Adams has an enviable wealth of source material. The result is an enjoyable read.”

            John Biffen, New Statesman

            “This book is long, detailed, well written and well researched.”

            Simon Hoggart, The Observer

            “This is some career and this is some book, well documented and packed with atmosphere and insight. A strong argument holds this considerable volume together. It might be described as the biographical dialogue between Benn’s considerable political achievements and the fact that he failed to become leader of his party and to carry his Cabinet colleagues with him to realise political goals that were tremendously important to him. But whether we think of him as a failure or as a success, his importance in British politics since 1945 cannot be denied.”

            Robert Giddings, Tribune

            “From start to finish this is an enjoyable and readable book.”

            Karl Statton, Labour Briefing
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            Introduction:

TONY BENN’S CONTEMPORARY RELEVANCE

         

         Readers of the Daily Express are not used to seeing Tony Benn’s speeches being reported with enthusiastic praise, but one day in 2019, they opened their papers to see a report of a ‘brilliantly explained … epic Tony Benn speech’.1 In it, he addressed a familiar Benn theme: the sacredness of the vote, which he considered the main safeguard for people who did not have power or money.

         Launching a scathing attack on the United Kingdom’s membership of the European Community ahead of the 1975 referendum debate, Benn said, ‘Common Market membership devalues and downgrades the vote because it prevents people using the ballot box to adopt policies, change policies [and] change men who adopt policies.’2 The reference to the Common Market and politicians as ‘men’ rather dates the comment, but it is clear from the Express’s printing of the speech on 31 October 2019, in response to arguments about the implementation of the result of the 2016 Brexit referendum, that a major organ of the ascendant Tory Party still felt these ideas deserved prominence in the post-Brexit world.

         Earlier, on 24 May 2016, in the run-up to the referendum, the conservative magazine The Spectator printed in full an article by Benn, which it still considered burningly relevant. Benn said:

         
            The European Community has now set itself the objectives of developing a common foreign policy, a form of common nationality expressed through a common passport, a directly elected assembly and an economic and monetary union which, taken together, would in effect make the United Kingdom into one province of a Western European state.3

         

         It was, therefore, not only friends of Benn but those who at other times had been savage opponents who felt they should be filling their columns xwith words spoken by a man now dead who had last enjoyed political power forty years previously. Tony Benn continued to contribute to political discourse.

         The arguments about democracy and sovereignty, and the very fact that the Brexit referendum happened at all, gave Benn’s ideas an impetus in the twenty-first century. Up to the early 1970s, Britain was an established, representative democracy where voters chose a local, constituency representative to exercise their judgement on national issues in Parliament. This was altered by Benn, who was the father of the British referendum, an idea he promoted when no other politician of stature was doing so.

         In a groundbreaking speech in 1968 at Llandudno, Benn channelled popular dissatisfaction with what he described as ‘a system which confines [people’s] national political role to the marking of a ballot paper with a single cross once every five years’.4 He called for a range of means to improve popular representation. There were six areas where he thought public representation should be improved: legislation for the freedom of information; the improvement of data collection by government; the opening up of the mass media to minority views; the encouragement of representative organisations, such as pressure groups and trade unions; the devolution of power to regions and localities; and the holding of referendums on national issues. He thought referendums could start with those issues which were currently the subject of Private Members’ Bills, which were often ‘matters of conscience’.5

         No one seized and ran with the referendum idea and there was no popular enthusiasm for it, but Benn did not relent, continuing to argue for what he called ‘popular democracy’. Two years after the Llandudno speech, when Labour was in opposition, the government of Edward Heath was planning British entry into the Common Market. Benn proposed a referendum on the issue, arguing that Britain should not go in without a referendum or general election. There was no enthusiasm from colleagues or the public, but as time passed, it increasingly seemed like not only a good idea but the only idea Labour had which would both settle the argument and provide a mechanism for the different factions in the Labour Party to go forward on a united policy.

         By 1972, Benn’s referendum idea came into its own as one of Labour’s manifesto proposals for the next election, which took place in February 1974, where Labour garnered votes from anti-marketeers who thought the referendum their only chance to exit the bloc. Benn had gone from xinot being able to find a seconder for his referendum motion and having it rejected at the party conference to being one of the architects of Labour’s victory in 1974.

         The constitution having been widened to encompass referendums meant they now became common: they took place on Scottish and Welsh devolution; on the extent of power the Scottish and Welsh assemblies should have; on regional assemblies in the north-east and in London; and (locally) on whether a region should be represented by a directly elected mayor. The most important of the referendums in the constituent nations was that on the Good Friday Agreement in 1998, promising the end to thirty years of violent unrest. Another took place on replacing the first-past-the-post voting system in 2011. There is little dispute now on the need for referendums on major constitutional issues.

         In 2013, Prime Minister David Cameron promised to hold a referendum on continued membership of the European Union, as a solution to the problem of right-wing defections from the Conservative Party from its ‘Eurosceptic’ wing. It was also a recognition that, as the United Kingdom’s membership of the European Union had been confirmed by a referendum, it could only be reversed by one. Cameron acknowledged the importance of Benn when he was asked about the books which had most influenced him and he named Benn’s Arguments for Democracy, calling it ‘a very powerful book’.6 For good or ill, the Britain of today – post-Brexit Britain – owes much to Tony Benn.

         Benn’s first constitutional reform had been over the renunciation of peerages. He had inherited a peerage on the death of his father, Lord Stansgate, which disqualified him from being an MP. His subsequent long campaign culminated in the Peerage Act of 1963, which was a serious blow against the hereditary principle in the House of Lords (which, of course, was why his opponents fought against him so fiercely). By the present day, as the constitutional historian Vernon Bogdanor says, ‘No one today suggests that a hereditary peer should not be allowed to renounce his peerage.’7

         By the third decade of the twenty-first century, the House of Lords had accepted some dubious characters as noble peers and peeresses, some after very little public service indeed, and was the largest legislative body in the world at more than 800 members, vastly more even than populous countries like India, and all drawing on the public purse.8 That a discredited Upper House was ripe for reform was not in doubt, but the form such reform should take was still open to discussion. Benn had xiicriticised the patronage of the Prime Minister in appointing legislators: ‘It is not just that an inherited seat in Parliament is an anachronism – though it is. It is that the powers of patronage which are used by Prime Ministers to place people in Parliament by personal preference are equally offensive.’9 His proposal from his 1991 Commonwealth of Britain Bill, of a fully elected Upper House, half male and half female by regional representation, was still an option. That may well resurface as debate about the future of the House of Lords continues. A proposal to remove the remaining ninety-two hereditary peers was in the King’s Speech in July 2024.

         Another field of Benn’s constitutional reforms was in the democratisation of the Labour Party generally, though the enduring success (in Labour and other parties) was over the election of the leader and therefore of the Prime Minister. On 6 June 1968, Benn wrote an open letter to his Bristol South-East Labour Party, presenting his theme: ‘The keynote of party reconstruction must start with a search for a greater participation in decision-making.’10 Benn argued for a wider franchise of the party leader than just Members of Parliament. The Campaign for Labour Party Democracy was formed in 1973, to take this and other ideas of accountability forward.

         The political battles over democracy in the party took place during a bitter period of Labour in-fighting following Margaret Thatcher’s victory in 1979, with arguments over what form an electoral college for the leadership should take – in particular, what proportion should be for the trade unions. The electoral college that was finally chosen did Benn no good personally; under the first election using the system, in 1981, he lost the deputy leadership to Denis Healey. However, a constitutional change had been made and a further reform by John Smith in 1993 went back not to the old system but to One Member One Vote from a list initially selected by MPs.

         The Conservative Party had lagged behind with the reform of the election of the party leader, but in the wake of its catastrophic defeat in 1997, the new leader, William Hague, pushed through reforms. Now Tory MPs would choose two candidates who would go through to a ballot of party members. By the beginning of this century, then, the two parties which had any chance of selecting a Prime Minister had adopted a Bennite reform; the democratisation of the Labour Party became the democratisation of the Conservative Party.

         It is proof of the validity of Benn’s arguments that they are not now xiiicontested and are adopted even by those who previously opposed them. Benn has been responsible for more constitutional change in Britain than any other politician, excepting some of those who became Prime Minister, and his ideas continue to resonate.

         One could very reasonably say that Benn’s ideas were tested in the 2017 and 2019 elections under Jeremy Corbyn’s leadership and led to a catastrophic defeat. Certainly, there was a defeat in 2019 which continued the downward trend in the Labour proportion of seats in the House of Commons, which had been in evidence since the 2001 election (with the one exception of 2017, when thirty seats were gained and Theresa May lost her overall majority). We select a government by the number of constituencies won and we cannot pretend otherwise, but it is illuminating to look at the raw figures of people voting – we could say people convinced by an argument – which give a picture other than catastrophe. The election of 2017 saw 12.8 million people vote Labour, more than at any other time this century. Even the election of 2019 saw Labour take more votes (10.2 million) than the party did in the Keir Starmer election of 2024 (9.7 million). Corbyn’s party, with its Bennite approach, was literally more popular, meaning more people voted for it. In the 2024 election, the votes were more favourably distributed, hence the large majority of seats. The Labour victory in 2024 was the result of the collapse of the Tory and Scottish National Party votes as well as exemplary Labour Party management, which targeted winnable seats and took a centrist approach that even the press found it hard to fault. However, there was no overwhelming endorsement of Labour’s policies.

         Once Labour was in power, though, there was more than a little Tony Benn in the King’s Speech. Starmer’s government was hardly Bennite, but the extent to which ideas that Benn would wholeheartedly approve of were part of Labour’s programme demonstrated his far-sightedness and influence. Benn had been the most prominent proponent of socialism at a time, in the 1980s and ’90s, when the tide was against him and for marketplace capitalism. He kept the idea of public ownership in speeches and such publications as his Arguments for Socialism. He looked as if he were crying in the wilderness, as every public utility was sold into private hands.

         By the time of the 2024 election, however, the nation appeared to be emerging from a collective dream. No one, it seemed, could remember why it had seemed a good idea for natural monopolies like water, gas, electricity and rail to be put into private hands.xiv

         In no area – service to the public, pricing or investment in infrastructure – were the private companies running utilities doing even a reasonably competent job. The idea that marketplace economics could provide public services in these areas had been tested to destruction. Failed water companies were on the verge of bankruptcy and pumping sewage into waterways – every single one of them had failed in this regard by July 2024.11 Despite high profits for energy companies, families were making a choice to eat or heat their homes, power prices were so high yet energy companies were still failing.12 Passenger rail companies were already being taken back into public ownership even before the election.13 The new Labour government announced in the King’s Speech in 2024 that all rail companies would be taken into public ownership and, in a reversal of another failed privatisation policy, the Better Buses Bill would remove the ban on publicly owned buses, so local councils could take control of their local bus services.14

         Though public utilities had utterly failed in private hands, the picture is hardly universally Bennite. No one was talking of reintroducing the provisions of Benn’s Industry Act; workers’ co-operatives were on no one’s list of solutions for Britain’s problems; the new publicly owned Great British Energy company was not an updated version of Benn’s British National Oil Corporation (though there were enough similarities to make comparison possible).15

         Twenty-five years after Tony Benn left Parliament, and 100 years since his birth, his name is still evoked as a champion of socialist values. He is still quoted in debates on such vital issues as war and national economic direction. His unwavering commitment to democratic principles and the betterment of society left an indelible mark – that is his legacy today.
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            1

            Childhood and Family

         

         
            ‘When I was born in 1925,’ Tony Benn reflected while in his sixties, ‘twenty per cent of the world was ruled from London. In my lifetime I have seen Britain become an outpost of America administered from Brussels.’

         

         The young Benn was able to observe Britain’s changing role in world affairs from the vantage point of an intensely political home. His first coherent political memory is of visiting Oswald Mosley, then a Labour MP, at his home in Smith Square. He remembers thanking Mosley for his hospitality in what he has described as his first speech. When he was five in 1930 he went to see the Trooping of the Colour from the back of 10 Downing Street. He was more impressed with the chocolate biscuits than with meeting Ramsay MacDonald, the Prime Minister. A deeper impression was made by the gentle yet strangely dressed figure of Gandhi, in London in 1931 for the second Round Table Conference, which Benn’s father had convened when Secretary of State for India.

         What made a lasting impression on Benn was the knowledge that the powerful talked, walked and ate like everyone else, lived in houses just like him, were accessible. Schoolmates later talked of his self-assurance, of his confidence in his own position. He could respect the mighty as people but he had learned as automatically as he learned to speak that they were just other folk doing a job. When he was later to challenge prime ministers and sit with the Queen discussing stamps he was not tongue-tied. Inoculated by minute exposure from an early age, he had developed an immunity to awe.

         Tony Benn was the second son of William Wedgwood Benn and Margaret Benn, later Viscount and Lady Stansgate. He was named Anthony because Sir Ernest Benn, his uncle, had bought a painting depicting a Sir Anthony Benn who had been a courtier in Elizabethan 2times. The portrait shows a dark, sombre-looking man with no obvious connection with the latterday Benn family. Mrs Benn saw the painting for the first time in Sir Ernest’s dining room when she was carrying the baby and decided, if it was a boy, to call him Anthony. ‘We nearly didn’t,’ she said, ‘because I said it will be sure to be shortened to Tony and I dislike the name Tony very much.’1 Ernest Benn left the portrait to his nephew in his will but sold it when Tony Benn joined the Labour Party on his seventeenth birthday. The picture re-entered the family when the new owner sold it to Tony Benn’s wife Caroline.

         Baby Anthony received as his second name Neil, because his mother wanted to remind him of his Scottish ancestry. The name Wedgwood is a direct reference to his father. William Wedgwood Benn had been so christened in 1877 because his maternal grandmother, Eliza Sparrow, was a distant cousin of the pottery family. Tony Benn’s debt to his father is clear from a tribute he wrote in 1977, ‘His inherited distrust of established authority and the conventional wisdom of the powerful, his passion for freedom of conscience and his belief in liberty, explain all the causes he took up during his life, beginning with his strong opposition to the Boer War as a student, at University College, London, for which he was, on one occasion, thrown out of a ground-floor window by “patriotic” contemporaries.’2

         Wedgwood Benn was the youngest person in the new Parliament in 1906 when at the age of twenty-eight he was elected for St George’s in the East and Wapping, with a ‘No Tax on Food’ slogan. This was the first election which his future wife Margaret Holmes could remember. She was then only eight years old but had been born into a Scottish Liberal family, so the party’s landslide was a significant feature of her childhood. The 1906 election produced the first great radical government of the century, which, with its Liberal successors, went on to introduce old-age pensions, national health and unemployment insurance and curbed the power of the House of Lords.

         Before the election Wedgwood Benn had been working in the publishing business which his father had built up and had been supporting various trade union causes in the East End of London. He was already a radical, arguing for Home Rule for Ireland, for a Jewish homeland and for the protection of trade union funds, which had become liable to seizure as a result of the Taff Vale judgement by the House of Lords in 1901.

         He became a junior Whip and junior Lord of the Treasury in 1910. One trait of his which was also to be apparent in his son’s make-up was a 3love of gadgetry. He arranged for the installation in the Whips’ room of telephones, a counting machine and a pneumatic tube to carry messages to and from the front bench. In the Whips’ room he was in an ideal position to see how Parliament functioned. He was fascinated by the way the constitution and parliamentary procedure and democracy all fitted together to form part of the machinery of government, an insight which once led him to call Parliament a ‘workshop’. It was this understanding, founded on sympathy, which prompted Lord Halifax to describe him as ‘[one of] the best Parliamentarians of my time in the House’.3

         In 1914 he felt compelled to serve in the war, even though his age (he was thirty-seven) and his occupation as an MP exempted him. He joined the Middlesex Yeomanry, a mounted regiment for which he was eligible only because a fellow Liberal MP gave him a polo pony and groom. He served in the Dardanelles, then his individualistic talents found alternative means of expression. Joining the Royal Naval Air Service, he participated in the bombing of the Baghdad Railway. He was rescued from a sinking aeroplane in the Mediterranean and showed great bravery in the evacuation of an improvised aircraft carrier when it was ablaze after coming under attack from shore batteries. He commanded a unit of French and British sailors in guerrilla fighting against the Turks then went to Italy after training as a pilot. He was seconded to the Italian Army for whom he organised the first parachute landing of an agent behind enemy lines. The agent later named his first son after Wedgwood Benn. By the end of the war he had been twice mentioned in dispatches and had been honoured by three countries: Britain appointed him to the DSO and awarded him the DFC; France made him a Chevalier of the Legion of Honour and awarded him the Croix de Guerre; and the Italians awarded him the War Cross and the bronze medal for military valour.4 While this was the stuff of which Boys’ Own yarns were made, Wedgwood Benn’s own account in his book In the Side Shows (1919) reveals how this sensitive man discovered ‘what militarism really means: its stupidity, its brutality, its waste. … Is there anyone, now, who will deny that, step by step, warfare degrades a nation? The low appeal succeeds the high. The worst example prevails over the better.’5 While in the services he had refused invitations to return as joint Chief Whip under both Asquith and Lloyd George and had also declined the job of parliamentary secretary to the Munitions Department. His own constituency had been lost in boundary changes under the Representation of the People (Amendment) Act 1918 and, as 4he was not prepared to accept endorsement by the Liberal–Conservative coalition of Lloyd George and Bonar Law, those party chiefs were not going to find him a new seat. Eventually the Liberal Party in Leith invited him to stand against the coalition candidate there and he became one of twenty-nine non-coalition Liberals returned to the House.

         Several of these, finding their position exposed, soon went over to the coalition, leaving the ‘Asquithian’ Liberals and the fledgling Labour Party as the only opposition to Lloyd George’s rule. It was in this position as chief organiser of the independent Liberals, or ‘Wee Frees’, that he was able to court his future wife, Tony Benn’s mother.

         Margaret Holmes was from a Scottish Liberal nonconformist family. As so often, strength of character showed itself in early rebellions and solitary achievements. She was always a feminist and, against the wishes of her father, would go to meetings of Emmeline Pankhurst and Millicent Fawcett. Somewhat adventurously for a girl before the First World War, she began smoking at fourteen. Then, in 1941, when it might be thought there was more reason to smoke, she decided to stop and did so immediately. No less impulsively, she was inspired to learn Hebrew, when on a trip to Palestine in 1926 she heard Jewish pilgrims singing psalms. Despite the difficulty of the language, she learned it well enough to impress David Ben-Gurion after the founding of Israel and, in recognition of her scholarship, a library in the Hebrew University on Mount Scopus was named after her in 1975.

         Her father, Daniel Turner Holmes, was elected for Govan at a by-election in 1911. Margaret Holmes was sitting in the Ladies’ Gallery, visiting her father at the House of Commons, when she first saw Wedgwood Benn, then a junior government Whip. ‘He was very alert and lively, with very fair hair,’ she remembered.6 Eight years later he was helping her father at a North Edinburgh by-election of 1920, Holmes having lost his Govan seat because he had refused, like Wedgwood Benn, to accept the coalition ‘coupon’ which would guarantee victory. But he was defeated in North Edinburgh and moved to Seaford with his family. Wedgwood Benn visited them there on his bicycle, then invited the family several times to the House of Commons. The first time he was alone with Margaret, the forty-three-year-old bachelor proposed in his usual, practical style: ‘Well, we could live near the House in Westminster and you could have a chop at the House every night.’7 Margaret did not like chops, but she was taken with the proposition and they were married on 17 November 1920 before 5a congregation packed with leading Liberals, but from which Lloyd George was conspicuously absent.

         The marriage was witnessed by Asquith. On the marriage certificate Sir John Benn was described as ‘Baronet’, a title he had been given in 1914; Daniel Holmes’s ‘rank or profession’ was noted as ‘Gentleman’. The one demand Wedgwood Benn placed on his new bride was that she should become teetotal, like him, because he wished their children to be brought up teetotal. His sister had made a similar demand on her fiancé in 1912. It was a peculiar feature of Liberalism’s close connection with the nonconformist movement that many people in both the political party and the religious denomination had a deep abhorrence of alcohol. David Benn, like his brother Tony a ‘non-proselytising teetotaller’, remarked that being against alcohol in the early part of the century was rather like being against narcotics in the latter part. It was a principled but unremarkable position.

         After a honeymoon at which they attended the inaugural meeting of the League of Nations in Geneva, they returned to live in rented accommodation in Westminster. Their first child, Michael, was born on 3 September 1921. ‘He’s going to be a great friend of mine,’ said Wedgwood Benn. The family moved in November 1924 to 40 Grosvenor Road, on the river. It was here that Tony Benn was born on 3 April 1925. ‘Isn’t it wonderful, it’s a boy!’ said Wedgwood Benn. ‘It would have been just as wonderful’, Margaret Benn remarked dryly, ‘if it had been a girl.’8

         Margaret Benn gave to the boys, in Michael’s words, ‘the precious gift of religion’. Bill Allchin, a schoolfriend of the Benn boys, remarked that it was in their household that he first heard the phrase ‘ordination of women’, one of Margaret Benn’s great passions. As a member of the League of the Church Militant she was summoned to Lambeth Palace to see Archbishop Randall Davidson. She explained to him, ‘I want my boys to grow up in a world in which the Churches will give women equal spiritual status.’9 She became an Anglican at the age of twenty, before her marriage.10

         The twin pillars of religion and politics run through the Benn ancestry up to the earliest-known Benn, the Revd William Benn of Dorchester. A dissenter, he was one of 2000 Anglican clergymen exiled from their livings by the Five Mile Act of 1665, one of the retributions which followed the restoration of the monarchy after the English Revolution.

         Wedgwood Benn, often known affectionately as ‘Wedgie’, was involved in the early 1920s in a tenacious struggle as he and a handful 6of colleagues kept the flag of radical Liberalism flying in an increasingly conservative House of Commons. He used to take three copies of The Times, one for Margaret and two for him to mark up and file. For these two he bought the ‘royal edition’, costing sixpence and printed on rag paper, which did not age. Using the information in his Times files, by lunchtime he had issued a bulletin on all the major subjects of the day with which his colleagues could challenge the government. They called it ‘Benn’s Blat’. Because of it, and because the Liberal dissidents were by nature challenging souls rather than voting fodder, the Wee Frees had an influence in Commons debates out of all proportion to their number.

         Lloyd George was still the leading Liberal, despite abandoning his early radicalism. The first two years of Tony Benn’s life were therefore a time of hectic activity for his father, who was attempting to prevent Lloyd George from becoming leader of the Liberals. With the party at last reforming after the divisive years of the coalition, Lloyd George was the obvious leader, and Asquith moved to the Lords to accommodate him. What he saw as Lloyd George’s lack of principle, and the personal political fund he brought with him back to the Liberals disgusted Wedgwood Benn. ‘I cannot put my conscience in pawn to this man,’ he said. ‘I will have to be a Liberal in the Labour Party.’11

         He had long co-operated with the Labour Party, many of whose policies were identical with those of the radical Liberals. Crossing the floor of the House was difficult, for he had too much integrity simply to announce a change of party allegiance in mid-Parliament. Margaret Benn watched from the Gallery as he walked in to the Commons chamber on 14 February 1927 and sat down on the Labour benches. He then went to shake hands with the Speaker before leaving the chamber to resign. He joked in later life that the only political job he had ever asked for was the Chiltern Hundreds, the non-existent post which the British constitution allows a Member of Parliament to apply for but which entails automatic disqualification as an MP.

         This was a decision of great bravery. It may be noted that only one of the SDP MPs who left the Labour Party in 1981 had the integrity to resign his seat and let the voters decide whether they still wanted him. Wedgwood Benn was leaving the safe seat of Leith, for which he had been returned in four general elections (1919, 1922, 1923 and 1924). Leith Labour Party already had a candidate, so there was no future for him there. He was losing his MP’s salary (backbenchers had been paid £400 a year since 1912) and had no wish to return to work in the family 7publishing firm of Benn Brothers, which his brother Sir Ernest had made his own domain. Wedgwood Benn could survive on his £500 per year pension from Benn Brothers but he was far from well off in relation to others of similar social status. Most importantly, Wedgwood Benn at the age of forty-nine and with a wife and two young children, had cut himself off from the Liberal Party, without having any alternative power base in a constituency or in the trade union movement.

         The decision was a momentous one for the family. His brother Ernest, afraid that his talk of joining the Labour Party showed he had lost his mind, promptly sent Wedgwood and Margaret Benn on a Mediterranean cruise, hoping that a holiday would help him recover his senses. Expecting the trip to last only a few weeks, they left the two boys with their uncle, but Margaret was eager to see the Holy Land, so they disembarked at Haifa, then spent three months travelling through thirteen countries. They had reached Moscow when they heard news of the British General Strike in 1926, and only then were they at last prompted to return. Sir Ernest, fearing revolution, closed his London house and sent his nephews Michael and Tony to the country.

         His uncle was a major influence on Tony Benn, for his maintenance of his political principles when all seemed against him. Two years older than William Wedgwood Benn, he stood at the opposite end of the Liberal Party spectrum. Wedgwood Benn was so concerned about public welfare, believing fervently in planning and in state intervention for the public good, that he was virtually a socialist even while he was a member of the Liberal Party. Ernest Benn, on the other hand, was the complete laissez-faire capitalist. He believed that wealth and public benefit could be achieved only by the absolute economic freedom of the individual. In 1925, two years before his brother joined the Labour Party, he wrote Confessions of a Capitalist, in which one chapter was entitled ‘Making £1,000 in a Week’. He formed short-lived organisations like Friends of Economy and the Society of Individualists to promote his economic ideas and became a significant public figure on radio and on the lecture circuit. ‘He totally disapproved of the way the country was going,’ said David Benn. ‘He thought the Labour Party was bringing the country down. He would have felt entirely at home in the Britain of the 1980s, though he would not have approved of a woman Prime Minister.’12

         Tony Benn always had an affection for his uncle, despite their differences, and the Benn family in general had reason to be grateful to him. It was he who transformed Benn Brothers from a publisher of 8commercial journals into a major publishing house with a list which included H. G. Wells, Joseph Conrad and E. Nesbit. He was an enlightened capitalist; his firm was one of the first two to introduce a five-day working week and introduced a bonus scheme which related an increase in shareholders’ dividends to an increase in salaries for his workers. It was thanks to Sir Ernest that Wedgwood Benn could afford to buy the lease on 40 Grosvenor Road and he always invited the whole family to enjoy the hospitality of his home at Christmas.

         Tony Benn’s mother, admittedly a somewhat partial witness, gave this account of his early childhood: ‘He was a most delightful little boy, an unusually friendly little boy, awfully interested in people. He was very companionable – he would sit and play and talk to you and if anybody wanted an errand run you didn’t have to ask him, he was there to do it. He showed for a child such an unusual interest in people. If somebody was ill he was concerned and asked after them. I thought to myself, “Here’s a boy who’s going to make an East End parson.”’13

         Margaret Benn remembered Tony learning to speak very early, managing complete sentences almost (or so it seemed) at once. She especially recalled him speaking volubly one dramatic night when the Thames burst its banks and flooded the basement of 40 Grosvenor Road. This was on 6 January 1928, when he was three months from his third birthday. Margaret Benn was awoken in the early hours of the morning by her cook shouting, ‘The Thames is in the house!’ When she looked out of the window she saw that the road had disappeared under the rising water. Two tides had been held back by the wind and there had been a freeze further up the river which had now melted. The tides and the melted ice had met outside their house, so it was here that the Thames burst through, flinging the stone blocks of the embankment aside like toy bricks. She picked up the telephone and the operator advised her to go to the highest rooms and to be prepared to climb on to the roof. ‘I got the children out of bed and Anthony was most interested in everything. He wanted to look out of the window and at the water in the house. I remember our nanny having to tell him he couldn’t have ginger beer even though it was one in the morning.’14 Beatrice and Sidney Webb lived next door and Tony Benn vividly remembers seeing a trunk of theirs floating out of the house on the flood water.

         The house was uninhabitable for some time, so the family moved to Scotland, where Wedgwood Benn had been selected as Labour candidate for West Renfrew. Before a general election could be called, 9a by-election was held in North Aberdeen and the West Renfrew constituency party allowed him to stand. He was returned as a Labour MP for North Aberdeen on 16 August.

         The family applied to the Norland Institute for a qualified nanny. They sent Nurse Olive Winch, a charming woman of twenty-eight, who was nicknamed Bud, who was to stay with the Benns for twelve years and to remain a family friend for the rest of her life – the next generation, Tony Benn’s own children, were devoted to her. Margaret Benn said, ‘Anthony was brought up under the influence of someone making him want to do what he ought to do and enjoy doing it. I think it’s made a tremendous difference to his whole life.’

         Wedgwood Benn called Tony ‘the serving brother’, because of his eagerness to be of help to others. The Liberal-Christian tradition of life as a service was further encouraged in the children, doubtless unwittingly, by household games. Margaret Benn explained: ‘They used to pretend they were workmen called Bill and Jim – Michael was Bill, Anthony Jim. Nurse Olive made them working clothes and they used to come and ask for jobs and I used to give them little jobs and pay them.’15 This game gave Tony Benn the name his family was always to use, his parents humorously making the name more dignified by extending it to James.

         The third Benn brother, David, was born in Scotland on 28 December 1928. Soon afterwards the family returned to London. Anthony’s first school, in September 1931, was Francis Holland, a girls’ school in Graham Street near Sloane Square which took boys in their nursery class. Miss Morison, the head, taught him scripture and before long declared that he was the most interesting little boy she had ever taught: ‘To tell you the truth, when I begin he begins.’ This was a reference to Anthony’s eagerness to show off his scriptural knowledge – a knowledge somewhat coloured by his use of political terms to describe religious events. ‘The Sinai pact’ was one of these. Margaret Benn remarked, ‘He was a very religious little boy. I remember when my husband and I set off for a long journey, when we went round the world in 1933, all three boys gave us something to take with us. Anthony gave us a little book of prayers which he wrote himself, for his father and mother in all sorts of circumstances on our travels. I keep it in my jewel case.’16

         Congregationalism, the strand of nonconformism which William Wedgwood Benn protested, is distinguished by the emphasis on each congregation making its own decisions about its affairs, admitting of no higher temporal authority. Anyone brought up in that tradition receives 10the democratic message by a process of spiritual osmosis. Tony Benn also absorbed the militancy of the religious message. He said, ‘I was brought up on the Old Testament, the conflict between the kings who exercised power and the prophets who preached righteousness. Faith must be a challenge to power.’17 In the 1970s he was to describe early British socialist thought as deriving, in the first instance, from the Bible.

         In 1934 he went to Gladstone’s School, run by a descendant of the great Liberal Prime Minister, which later moved and was renamed Eaton Place Prep School. His early school reports suggested that he ‘talks too much’ and was ‘too excitable’, but they revealed nothing exceptional.

         The boys’ pastimes were unremarkable for middle-class children at the time. Tony was devoted to his elder brother and they spent a great deal of time together. Not surprisingly, these two sons of an RAF pilot who were each to become RAF pilots themselves liked to make model aircraft, which they flew in Victoria Gardens. At home the family enjoyed decidedly Victorian evenings, singing along to gramophone records while the young Tony wound up the motor of the machine.

         He did not share the dream of most small children to become an engine driver or a policeman. As Margaret Benn said, ‘He has only ever wanted to be in Parliament. It was his only ambition. He used to go to the House of Commons when he was a little boy and sit in the Strangers’ Gallery and watch the debates. And he would say to me, “Dad seems to be very angry with those men.”’18

         The general election of 30 May 1929 was the first Tony Benn could remember. As a Labour MP with considerable parliamentary experience, Wedgwood Benn was picked out to become a member of Ramsay MacDonald’s cabinet when the Prime Minister formed his minority government. In the event he was made Secretary of State for India, a difficult office for he had to drive a middle course between those Labour colleagues like Fenner Brockway who wanted Indian independence immediately and the imperialist right, led by Winston Churchill.

         Throughout his years in Parliament the house in Grosvenor Road was dominated by Wedgwood Benn’s work. The whole basement was taken up with his political office, which expanded to take more rooms as he engaged more staff and as the files increased in number. His procedure for cutting and filing The Times according to a decimalised system was soon fully mechanised. Tony Benn used to delight in watching as the marked-up newspaper pages were cut into columns by a guillotine, then rolled by a conveyor to another guillotine which cut 11at right angles, separating out the articles. They rolled on to be backed with glue and then stuck down on plain paper. Tony used to work in the office on Sundays and developed an enthusiasm for collecting and filing information. Perhaps, he later mused, his father spent too much time as a librarian and too little writing up his own experiences. Tony Benn was not to do the same. He made his first efforts at diary writing when he was nine, and fragmentary journals continued until 1963, when a day-to-day diary began.

         The family were close and spent time together more often than might be supposed considering the weight of Wedgwood Benn’s responsibilities and the amount of travelling he and his wife undertook (they travelled abroad in 1932, 1933 and 1934). In fact they probably saw more of their children than comparable middle-class families because they did not send them away to school. Nor was Wedgwood Benn prone, as many other politicians were, to spending his time in the drinking clubs of Pall Mall. Moreover the family always ate together. Margaret Benn said, ‘The children did not have separate meal times, except breakfast, which they ate earlier. They had meals with us and the conversation at meal times was all politics, politics, politics.’19

         It was a genuinely happy childhood, despite the rising horror of militarism in Europe and the Far East with the concomitant pusillanimity of the democracies. The family talked often about developments such as the persecution of Jews in Germany and the brutal Japanese invasion of Manchuria. The use of gas against Abyssinian tribesmen was an event so immediate to the family it might have occurred in the next street. International affairs were given an urgency for the children, imbuing them with a sense of world community which would never leave them.

         There was a substantial age difference between Wedgwood Benn and his children. On one occasion, when he was arguing with his two eldest sons in public, a woman who felt that the old man needed some support remonstrated with his sons, advising them to do as their grandfather told them. It may have been because of this age difference that Tony Benn speaks and acts as if he is the product of a Victorian rather than a twentieth-century upbringing. The family was high-minded in a Gladstonian way, committed to ideals of service, of self-improvement, of elevated dinner-table conversation. Politics and religion were the constant subject of discussion; humour was present, but it was somewhat jocose. David Benn remarked that his father was ‘not at all remote, an extremely lively and vigorous man. He found leisure very depressing. 12He had a way of overworking and collapsing. He got very keyed up when he was to make an important speech and then he would collapse.’ Wedgwood Benn was one of those men who had no internal mechanism telling him to stop work. He would literally work till he dropped and he would berate himself if he had not used up the last ounce of his strength.

         ‘His vision was strictly political and rather limiting therefore. We had an extremely good political upbringing but rather a poor cultural upbringing. We never went to the theatre, for example,’ David Benn remembered. They were regular churchgoers and the children said their prayers at night, but religion was not a separate, doctrinaire aspect of life. Rather, life was suffused with Christian sentiments. In David Benn’s words, ‘Politics was not a morally neutral profession.’20

         The boys’ schoolfriend Bill Allchin remembers Wedgwood Benn’s injunction: ‘The requirements of a moral life are to keep a job list and a cash book.’ Wedgwood Benn tried to encourage his sons to live by these precepts. Tony Benn could receive his pocket money for the week if he accounted to Wedgwood Benn’s secretary for expenditure the previous week. His father encouraged him to keep a time chart showing the way each day was spent. On this he would mark in different coloured pencils the amount of time spent on work, sleep, discussion and other activities. When the lines were joined up it would be a graphic demonstration of the productive use he had made of the hours in a day, a spur to do better in the future. This was a habit he was to keep up until his marriage. As a student, writing about himself in the third person, he described the system which had been started in boyhood: ‘He attempts to organise his life with three mechanical devices. A petty cash account (to keep him economical), a job list (as a substitute for an imperfect memory) and a time chart (to give him an incentive to work).’21 Tony Benn always was a maker of lists and keeper of records.

         John Benn, the children’s grandfather, who had died in 1922, had built a cottage at Stansgate in Essex as a holiday home but had sold it in 1902. Wedgwood Benn had always been happy there, so he bought it back in 1933 for £1500. It was there that the family gathered for the birth of Margaret Benn’s fourth child in 1935. Sadly the child, named Jeremy, was stillborn. That night six-year-old David fell ill with bovine tuberculosis. At the time, there was no cure except for rest. He was looked after by Nurse Olive at Stansgate, at her own home in Harlow, Essex, and in Bexhill, where it was believed the air would be good for him. His illness lasted more than three years.13

         Wedgwood Benn had lost his seat at the general election of 1931, but he remained with the Labour Party, which had lost office, in opposition to the national government of Ramsay MacDonald. For four years he had no constituency to nurse, until he was selected to stand for Dudley in 1935. The November 1935 election was the first in which Tony Benn could remember working. He campaigned for Kennedy, the Labour candidate in Westminster, distributing a pamphlet called ‘50 Points for Labour’ which he was later to compare favourably with the result of the Labour Party’s policy review in the 1980s. It seemed to him unremarkable that he should be working for the Labour Party, though he remembered calling a cheery socialist message to a workman unloading coal as he walked to school and being struck by the man’s surprised reaction to this young toff’s allegiances.

         Wedgwood Benn lost the election, once again finding himself with no constituency to sustain him, though he was now fifty-eight. He could easily have become a man content in late middle age to reminisce, relying on his earlier prestige. He spent some time putting his papers in order and going on lecture tours for the British Council, but it was not enough for his restless energy. Fortunately for him, less than two years later he was selected to fight Gorton in Manchester for Labour at a by-election. He was returned in February 1937 to play his part in the battle against Chamberlain and the appeasers.14
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            Westminster School

         

         Tony Benn entered Westminster School in the autumn of 1938. Some boys were awed by going to school in a collection of buildings with a history stretching back five centuries, over the road from the Mother of Parliaments and round the back of Westminster Abbey. Tony Benn found it much more natural. ‘It was my local school,’ he said. ‘I wasn’t a boarder, I walked there and back every day. The Abbey was just where you went for prayers, Parliament was round the corner, where my dad worked. I’d been there in 1937 after he had won a by-election. I met Attlee and Lloyd George that day. It was my local village really.’1

         The Westminster day started with a procession into the Abbey for prayers from 9.00 to 9.20, where the day boys would meet the main school in that mausoleum of famous men. There were the customs and rituals common to public schools: the tombstone in Westminster Chapel floor across which boys must not walk, the gateway where scholarship boys must stand guard while Latin prayers were conducted, the requirement that the first-year boy learn the lore and language of Westminster on pain of punishment, not to himself but to the second-year boy who taught him. One whimsical tradition was the Latin play, a comedy by Plautus or Terence, during which a master would sit with the tanning pole, the stick used to beat boys, on this occasion tied with a pink ribbon to render it less fearsome. When a joke was made on stage this instrument would be waved balefully from side to side to cue laughter.

         Michael, three and a half years older than Anthony, was already at Westminster. He was a handsome, popular boy, both athletic and studious and with a deep moral sense, the very specimen the public schools of England wished to produce. Neville Sandelson, a contemporary of the Benns, used to cox for the team in which Michael rowed. He said: ‘He was quiet, modest, personally diffident. He was good. He emanated a 16quality of goodness which made an impression on me then and which I thought about in later years.’2 Michael certainly made more impression in the school records than his younger brother. He was the one who rowed for the school and acted in school plays. In the words of the school archivist, Tony was ‘overshadowed by his elder brother’.3

         Physically Benn minor made a strong impression. Various sources remark that, whereas many boys looked idiotic in their top hat and high collar, Tony looked the part of a young aristocrat. Neville Sandelson said, ‘I remember him as being a very good-looking young boy. He had a childish pink complexion – I think of him primarily in terms of pink and white. He was ebullient, garrulous, a little bumptious, a quality I admired enormously.’4 Peter Ustinov in his memoirs called him a ‘joyous little gnome’.5 This garrulous cherub immediately became involved in argument and agitation about international affairs. Donald Swann’s first recollection of Tony Benn is of him distributing leaflets. ‘He had an influence on all of us because he was so full of conviction,’ he said. ‘The balls were in the air. It was obvious Tony was on the brink of a whole lot of things he was going to do with his life.’6

         Patrick MacMahon, who was to remain in contact with Benn over the first decades of his life, said of the schoolboy: ‘There was nothing remarkable about Anthony except that he was argumentative. He liked arguing and when an argument turned against him he turned it into a personal matter – he tried to get at the person he was arguing with.’7

         There was ample opportunity for argument at Westminster, despite the school’s traditions. Donald Swann remarked, ‘It was a very outspoken, literate school. It was possible to have socialism and pacifism openly discussed. It resembled a university rather than a school.’

         Tony was keenly aware of the international events which dominated 1938, the year he entered the school: the Anschluss of Austria by Germany in March and the Munich conference on the future of Czechoslovakia in September. The failure of old-style politics to deal adequately with the great international problems of the 1930s gave heart to young radicals. The atmosphere of political debate in public schools at the time was unequalled in the twentieth century until the school revolts of the 1960s and 1970s. The school’s United Front of Popular Forces, of which about a quarter of the pupils as well as nine masters were members, had collapsed under the weight of its own idealism a few months before Tony Benn joined the school. Its first manifesto statement, ‘Uncompromising Resistance to Fascism, Conservatism and War’8 offered a sample of 17the wealth of contradictions which progressive forces might embrace in the 1930s.

         There were clear divisions in the school which were reinforced by the masters. The last period of every day was reserved for ‘Occupat’ (‘let him be occupied’), in which the boys had a choice of doing officer training, physical education or the scouts. Tony Benn joined the scouts, which were led by a pacifist called Godfrey Barber. Benn said, ‘The scouts were anti-militarist. The difference between the scouts and the officer training corps was really a political difference. When the war broke out I left the scouts and joined the Air Training Corps, which had just been set up, and this was seen by Godfrey Barber and some others as a betrayal of a political position, because of their distrust of the uniformed people who were preparing to go into the services as officers.’9

         Almost as soon as Tony joined the school there was talk of the first evacuation from London in preparation for the coming war. Europe, it was felt, was sure to go to war over Hitler’s demands for the absorption into the Reich of the German-speaking and heavily industrialised northern segment of Czechoslovakia. Because it was widely feared that devastating aerial bombardment would be the likely first consequence of a declaration of war, the school boarders were evacuated on 28 September to Lancing College on the Sussex coast, whose headmaster Frank Doherty was a Westminster Old Boy. Homeboarders like Tony and Michael went down the next day. Their mother remembered that Michael and Tony took evacuation badly – it was the first time they had ever been away from home.

         The Munich agreement of 30 September 1938, signed by the British, French, Italian and German governments, supposedly guaranteed the remainder of Czechoslovakia against aggression, once the Germans had taken a third of the population, together with the territory they occupied. Meanwhile Poland and Hungary enjoyed border adjustments at Czechoslovakia’s expense. The Conservative Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain returned home believing he had obtained ‘peace for our time’, and the international situation was deemed safe enough for the return in two shipments of Westminster boys, on 1 and 3 October.

         Whatever the international morality of what Sartre called ‘the reprieve’, it was the occasion for the first public acclamation of Tony Benn’s talents as an orator. The Junior Debating Society held a meeting in October 1938 on the motion ‘This house supports the government’s attitude towards the present international situation’. The school magazine 18reported that ‘The government’s condemnation by 11 votes to 9 [was] largely the result of an excellent speech by a new member, Wedgwood Benn.’ The minutes are less generous but still attest to the thirteen-year-old’s oratorical fluency: ‘Mr W. Benn gave a flowing and loud speech on various policies.’

         Older boys also showed limited faith in their representatives’ judgement. In the Senior Debating Society the motion ‘This house approves of the government’s solution to the Czechoslovak problem’ was lost by a two-thirds majority. The seriousness of these debates should not be underestimated. Some of these boys would soon be asked to pay with their lives for the vacillation of their elders across the road in Parliament. They knew it very well. As Tony Benn said: ‘When the war came there was an element of relief about it, it was something that we had expected for years.’10

         The slide towards total war continued in 1939. Germany and Hungary took the rest of Czechoslovakia in March, and Hitler was given his final warning. School life continued. Tony’s reports show a spread of academic achievement from good to average. In his School Certificate examinations in July 1941 he achieved similar results – Very Good in History, a Credit in English Language, English Literature and Elementary Maths, and a Pass in Latin, French, Maths and Science. The curriculum was conventional except for Monday morning’s Current Affairs period, which was a subject in which he excelled. Benn was later to complain that in all his years of expensive education, he had never heard of the Levellers. This is no particular reflection on Westminster; schools in general show a reluctance to put the English Revolution on the History syllabus, in marked contrast to the syllabus in France, where the study of their revolution is the key by which other events are comprehended.

         Both Tony and Michael loved rowing – they came home in a state of exhaustion on ‘water’ days, their mother remembered. Tony enjoyed fencing and also boxed, though not especially well. Neville Sandelson, who gathered a number of trophies for his amateur boxing, had no difficulty in beating Benn in a ‘gnatweight’ final. Benn later remarked, ‘He was a very fine boxer, tremendously powerful, short and very sharp. I remember him winning easily and effectively.’11 Benn reminded him of that final in 1971 after he had responded from the front bench to Neville Sandelson’s maiden speech after the former pugilist had won Hayes and Harlington for Labour. He said, ‘I have known him for 19many years: in fact, I had a fight with him thirty-three years ago and I must warn Hon. members that his mild manner is very deceptive.’12 It surprised Sandelson that ‘a distinguished political figure should remember a two-minute bad-tempered piece of fisticuffs between two boys, neither of whom was old enough to shave. There was an element of obsessiveness that revealed a good deal about Tony.’13 One version of this event has it that Sandelson beat Benn in the ring, Benn accused his opponent of cheating and the fight continued under less control in the school courtyard, with Sandelson again winning. Neither man has a clear memory of this sequence of events, though both say it is possible. It would certainly be a characteristic Benn predicament to find himself fighting a superior opponent for a second time because of some alleged injustice in the first bout.

         Success was more likely in the Junior Debating Society, where Benn was on the winning team arguing against ‘a policy of friendship with Italy and Germany’ to ensure Britain’s security; against capital punishment; and, in February 1939, in favour of intervention in the Spanish Civil War, truly a lost cause for Madrid fell the following month. As in the wider world, the discussion about the state of Europe was rather more complicated than a two-cornered fight from which one side or the other must emerge victorious.

         Tony Benn had been elected to the committee of the Debating Society on 23 January 1939 and soon progressed to secretary. The Junior Debating Society met in the homes of members on Saturday afternoons. When Tony hosted the meeting they met in the long library at 40 Millbank (the name had been changed from Grosvenor Road in July 1932) called the Green Room. The ground floor of the house next door had been rented and the dividing wall removed, so the boys were meeting in the very room where Sidney and Beatrice Webb had once written. When he last wrote the Society’s minutes on 16 June 1940, Tony (as secretary) signed himself Wedgwood Benn, but, because he was sitting in as chairman, signed in that capacity as Anthony Benn. The name he used himself, and that used of him by the school authorities, seems mutable during his school days. In his family he was, and would always remain, James. To his friends he was Anthony.

         In August 1939, with a declaration of war imminent, the school moved back to Lancing College and to its sister school, Hurstpierpoint. Evacuation was easier given the dress rehearsal of the previous year. ‘War melted all reservations away,’ said Tony. ‘All sorts of things you never 20contemplated before became absolutely natural. You were told you had to move and you moved.’14 The epilogue to that term’s Latin play featured the actors in gas masks.

         The time for talk was long gone, the debating societies fell into decline. Debates with Lancing boys were more frivolous than they had been in the shadow of the Palace of Westminster. As a sage old before his time remarked in March 1940 in the school magazine: ‘With considerable noise we decided that colours should be awarded for work as they are for games; with even more noise and with some colour, we resolved to encourage originality in dress; and we refused aid for Finland by four votes to three with hardly any noise at all. A sad falling off….’

         The scant Debating Society records show that when there was a subject of gravity sufficient to move Benn to contribute, his political thinking was already displaying the breadth which characterised it in later years. Moreover, he was not merely retailing the raw material of international affairs which he had learned at home. Thus in attacking Conservative policy for the previous twenty years on 14 March 1940 he is said to have ‘countered with a speech defining the socialist policies, and criticised the post-war governments. He argued against many odds and was heckled by all.’ He clearly made no effort to court popularity with his audience. His last contribution was a condemnation of the English public schools as ‘the breeding ground of snobbery’, in which he concentrated his fire on the fagging and monitorial systems.

         This period of evacuation was the last time Tony was able to spend long periods with Michael, who was to join the Royal Air Force in the summer of 1940. He was staying in Shoreham, not in the boys’ dormitories in Lancing as Tony was. The brothers would go out together when they had an afternoon off, walking in the country, then retiring to a tea shop in town.

         On the morning of 4 June 1940 the gardens and fields around the school were crowded with exhausted soldiers brought back from Dunkirk. France had fallen only two weeks after the German attack. The only cause for celebration was this evacuation from the Continent of 338,226 men of the British Expeditionary Force. But moving the school to safety by the sea had actually taken it into danger – the South Coast was looking to be in the front line of a Nazi invasion. ‘All of a sudden the war became deadly serious,’ Tony Benn said. ‘The Phoney War from September 1939 was happening somewhere else, people didn’t quite believe in it. Then a great fear spread through people that the German army might arrive.’1521

         Lancing had not, in any case, been a perfect choice as an evacuation home. The town lay beside a civilian airport and the school’s magnificent chapel window was a perfect landmark for enemy aircraft: there were frequent air raids. ‘We spent a good deal of our time in the crypt of the chapel,’ said Patrick MacMahon.

         Westminster School therefore moved to Reed and Mardon Halls, two halls of residence at Exeter University. This location saw the first Flanders and Swann revue. The strikingly handsome Michael Flanders, known for his prowess in the Senior Debating Society and school plays, teamed up with the gentle Donald Swann, a small, alert boy who composed the music for the revue they wrote together. It took as its theme Minister of Home Security Herbert Morrison’s slogan ‘Go to It’. It was full of skits and songs on contemporary events, like the ‘Slaves of the Food Office’ dance. Michael Benn was stage manager, with Tony as an assistant.

         After the school had broken for the summer holidays it was agreed that it should return to its Westminster home. The Tory politician and Old Boy, Lord Davidson, was one of those advising a return: ‘The defences of London are increasing in strength every day and, unless the Hun goes completely mad, it seems incredible that he would be so foolish as to attempt large-scale bombing.’16

         On such advice the school resolved to resume business in Westminster after the summer holidays. Go to It had been so successful that its progenitors had found a way of staging it in London in the first week of term, at the Moreland Hall, Hampstead, and the Rudolph Steiner Hall off Baker Street. Despite assurances to the contrary, the Luftwaffe’s Blitz began that week, on 7 September. Thus Go to It was one of only two shows running in London (the other was the Windmill Theatre’s nude variety). During air raids the family went from Millbank to the basement of nearby Thames House, which was their nearest shelter.

         David, now aged ten, was also staying at Millbank and it was decided to remove him and Tony to the safety of Scotland. They were packed off by night train on 13 September 1940 to their maternal grandparents, who were living in the Columba Hotel in Oban. Grandmother and Grandfather Holmes had settled down to an itinerant lifestyle, and had been living in hotels since they had sold their house in the 1920s. The boys were not easy for the old couple to manage. David remembered, ‘My brother and I were both very resentful at being sent out of the danger zone. All the action was in London and we had just been sent 22away. We were rather sullen and recalcitrant. My mother had to come up to reassure the grandparents that there was nothing wrong.’17

         Tony immediately volunteered for Civil Defence work in Oban, where hasty preparations against air bombardment were being made. His experience was much in demand: though he was only fifteen, at least he had been in an air raid and could tell them what it was like.

         Nineteen-forty was an eventful year for the Benn family. Nurse Olive left to do war work, in an orphanage in Bournemouth. Michael left school and joined the RAF at the age of eighteen, and, more surprisingly, Wedgwood Benn himself joined up at the age of sixty-three. It was, said his widow, the only decision in their married life on which he did not consult her. He asked her to meet him at St James’s Park station, offering no explanation. When she arrived, there he was in his pilot officer’s uniform with five rows of medals from the First World War. She said, ‘I married a public servant – a Member of Parliament in peace, in war he was off to the front.’ When she asked about his constituency he said, ‘I hoped you would look after that.’18

         She did indeed, and found the work of advising the electors of Gorton very therapeutic. He went to work in the Air Ministry, moving a camp bed in and seeing his family at weekends when they were near enough.

         Tony and David received a telegram from their mother simply saying, ‘All well,’ which was alarming because they knew no reason why all should not be well. There had, in fact, been a particularly serious raid on London. Soon there was a letter giving details of it and, sadly, news of a serious fire at 40 Millbank. The fire did not seem to have been started by a bomb and Tony speculates that poor wiring, some of it installed by himself and Michael, coupled with the movement caused by bomb blasts, may have been the culprit. Whatever the immediate cause, the family was now homeless and, what was worse for Wedgwood Benn, the collection of papers spanning his entire lifetime was seriously damaged. Margaret Benn salvaged what she could from the wreckage, and at a later date Tony and Michael collected what was left of their father’s papers in a rented truck and took them down to a disused slaughterhouse at Stansgate. (The family house had been requisitioned.) Tony remembers his father’s gratitude and the long hours he would spend up to the end of his life, attempting to put the remnants of his archives into some kind of order.

         Tony Benn spent some time with his family in London during the Blitz. He remembers the bomb in 1941 which hit the church the family 23used to attend, St John’s in Smith Square. In recollecting those nights he said: ‘We would sleep in the basement of Thames House and in the middle of the night we might creep up to the door to see what was happening. We could see docklands ablaze – the lights were so bright it brought the skyline of the south bank into relief. We would wake up in the morning and see all the air-raid wardens and repair squads going round assessing the damage. We got to know each other very well. There was one old lady who used to sleep near us. On one particularly bad night we were worried about her. When she came in we asked what it was like and she said, “Oh, it’s a terrible night, pelting with rain – look at my umbrella.” London during the Blitz was really something.’19

         The head of Westminster School, John Christie, was meanwhile involved in a desperate search for empty buildings which were not being used by the military, where the school term could commence. Eventually a group of buildings was found in a six-mile radius of Bromyard, Herefordshire, Tony Benn staying in a farmhouse called Buckenhill. The boys changed their top hats and tails for shorts and open-necked shirts and dug for victory every afternoon in the large allotment, becoming self-sufficient in vegetables. Lessons were held in two locations and each day half the school had to bicycle to the farther site. They used to time how fast they could cycle from the main school building to the church in Bromyard, where they were going to defend the village against the Germans. When the war was nearing its end Christie wrote to parents, ‘Few schools can have been so healthy for over two years as we have been.’20

         As a member of the Home Guard Tony wore battledress and participated in military exercises with live ammunition. One memorable occasion was observed by a venerable soldier, a Colonel Blacker, who had invented the Blacker Bombard. This was a primitive mortar, a piece of piping with a spike at the bottom. Colonel Blacker was not impressed by their martial abilities but he was obliged to restrain his criticism as the Blacker Bombard was one of the failures of the day and the military man found himself gingerly divesting his device of one unexploded shell in front of the boys and elders of Bromyard.

         Tony Benn also joined the Home Guard in Oxted in Surrey, where Margaret and David Benn settled in the house which had been Sir Ernest Benn’s before the war. It was now a girls’ school, but the Benns, as a homeless family with some historical connection with the place, were allowed to live there. Margaret Benn taught theology to the girls. 24Tony would go out at night with a loaded rifle watching for enemy parachutists, who might well be in disguise. He said: ‘We were told they might arrive dressed as nuns. Fortunately I didn’t see a nun or I would undoubtedly have opened fire on her.’ The German invasion of Russia in June 1941 prompted the recall of all firearms for despatch to the Eastern Front. Tony’s rifle was taken away and he was left to defend the nation with a pike, a bayonet stuck in a piece of tubing. For all its absurd aspects, the mobilisation of all available men with whatever weapons they could lay their hands on was, as Benn said in reflecting on it, ‘a real defence policy. The only way you can really defend a country is when you are prepared to put your own body between the enemy and the village you live in.’21 The result of the alternative, of leaving defence to the armed forces alone, had been seen in France the previous year.

         It was at this point that an event occurred which was to dominate Benn’s life for the next twenty years and which would eventually lead to an enhancement of his standing as a national figure. Churchill was ruling in coalition with the other parties, with an electoral pact in place which maintained political stability in the Commons. But Labour was embarrassingly under-represented in the Lords, so Churchill set about making some of the older Labour members into noble lords. Wedgwood Benn scorned the honour but, as always, was pleased to be of service. As his widow recalled, he said to Churchill, ‘I’ll go if you make it plain it’s not an honour. I’m going up for a duty.’22 The citation declared that the title was specifically ‘to strengthen the Labour Party in the Upper House, where its representation is disproportionate, at a time when a coalition government of three parties is charged with the direction of affairs’. Wedgwood Benn consulted Michael, who as his eldest son would receive the title on his death. Michael felt that the peerage would be no encumbrance to him in his chosen career as a clergyman. Tony Benn discovered his father’s elevation when he read about it in the Daily Herald in December 1941. ‘I was very angry,’ he said. ‘Father later said I “roundly abused” him. He hadn’t told me because, he said, I was a chatterbox and there was a convention that you don’t tell anyone if you are offered a peerage. They don’t give it to you if it leaks out before the official announcement. We didn’t have a row – I didn’t have rows with him – but I was upset that at the age of sixteen I hadn’t been told.’23 In January 1942 Wedgwood Benn entered the House of Lords as the first Viscount Stansgate, the name being borrowed from the family’s holiday home.25

         Michael got his wings in 1941 at RAF Kidlington. Tony had been to visit him from school in his Air Training Corps uniform on 11 August and Michael took him up for a flight around Oxford. This infuriated their parents, who doubtless felt there was enough danger without courting it. Later the event was written into Tony’s flight logbook, recording that he had experienced steep turns, air navigation and map reading. Michael himself maintained a contact with Westminster School – he had formed a small prayer circle there and he wrote to its members from wherever he happened to be stationed.

         On 3 April 1942 Tony Benn was in London for his seventeenth birthday. He walked to Smith Square to join the Labour Party, which was based at Transport House, the headquarters of the Transport and General Workers’ Union. There he met Will Henderson, the Labour Party press officer, who declared that of course the coalition government must be kept going after the war: country must be put before party. It was hardly an encouraging remark to make to someone who had just made a declaration of faith in the Labour Party. For Benn it was the first step towards the realisation of a series of ambitions. At the age of sixteen he had drawn up a list of things he wanted to do: to become an RAF pilot, to become an MP, to get married and to have children. All were to be achieved within ten years.26
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            The Oxford Union and War Service

         

         Benn was impatient to leave school. ‘I was anxious to do something,’ he said. It was a frustrating time for young men: they were too old for school but too young to fight, more than schoolboys, less than men. For those who were going to university, there was the opportunity to attend for an intermediate year, filling in the time before they were able, and required, to enter the services. Patrick MacMahon, not the most ambitious of boys, had not considered going to university until Tony suggested it to him. Discussing the options which Oxford offered, they decided not to go to Christ Church, ‘because all the Westminster people went there’, and settled on New College. They both went up for an interview and entrance examination, Benn applying for the course in PPE – Politics, Philosophy and Economics. When asked his father’s occupation at the interview, he said he was an RAF officer. ‘Nonsense,’ said the interviewer and mouthed ‘Peer of the Realm’ slowly as he wrote it down, which Benn considered very pretentious.1

         MacMahon recalls an overheard conversation on that day: ‘I was walking underneath a don’s window and I heard them discussing us, so I stopped and listened. Because of his background – his father was so well known – they automatically said Anthony would be accepted, but they weren’t sure about me. I went away thinking, “It’s all right for the privileged.”’2 But Patrick MacMahon, a sea captain’s son, was also chosen.

         Benn went up to Oxford in December 1942, rather than at the start of term, because he had had a painful operation on a bone in his foot. Like many men who are driven to work long hours, Tony Benn is reticent about minor illness, as if being ill is unworthy of him. Minor health problems occur in the unedited version of his diaries but are one of the features which do not make it to the printed page.

         The PPE course, like all others, was structured according to a peacetime timetable, with a requirement of two or three essays a week. 28It quickly became obvious that this was impossible, so the academic regime was relaxed as the young men went into university divisions of the services. Benn joined the university air squadron and MacMahon the naval equivalent. Patrick was thrilled to receive a telegram on his birthday reading ‘Greetings to the old sea dog’ and signed ‘Emden’, which was the name of the commander of the Naval Cadets, a pompous and somewhat distant man who had not previously indicated that he was aware of MacMahon’s existence. MacMahon immediately dashed off a letter of thanks, only to find that the telegram had been sent by Benn, who had no difficulty remembering MacMahon’s birthday because it was two days after his own.

         Benn joined the Oxford Union, paying the entrance fee which prevented less affluent students from joining. The public school atmosphere and the convention that the main speakers wore evening dress for debates also tended to make the Union a select club. Its function has been described by its historian David Walter: ‘Within a university for the elite, the Union caters for an inner elite, ambitious to shine in politics, the law, the church, diplomacy, the media and the arts,’ and he quotes with relish Barbara Castle’s remark that it is a fine training ground for Parliament because both are dotty, out-of-date gentlemen’s clubs.3 Tony Benn later said, ‘The good socialists didn’t particularly like the Union people. It was looked down on because it was thought to be where the careerists went.’4

         Socialist puritans presumably believed that the only real platform was a soapbox at a street corner. Benn, throughout his life, always accepted whatever platform would put him in contact with the maximum number of people. In Oxford this was the Union, not the University Labour Club with its endless splits and factional arguments (he was nonetheless always a member of OULC, once standing unsuccessfully for office).

         Benn spoke at the Union for the first time on 21 January 1943 in a debate at whose start the President ‘invited honourable members to gather closely round the stoves’. The debate itself generated considerable heat, with altercations between the visiting speakers matching in intensity the heckling from the floor. The motion was that ‘planning of social security by the state must involve the loss of liberty and initiative for the individual’, the sort of subject on which Sir Ernest and Wedgwood Benn would have found themselves in complete polarity.5

         The Oxford Magazine reported, ‘In a satirical maiden speech the Hon. A. N. Wedgwood Benn showed the wider implications of the motion, 29which made the Beveridge Report itself seem irrelevant.’6 As the son of a viscount, Benn was entitled to call himself the Honourable, but he never did and was embarrassed when others did. It is interesting that he chose to make a satirical speech on this subject, given that for almost all of the rest of his Oxford Union career he was criticised for being too didactic. Indeed, later in the year he was warned to ‘avoid treating the House as a class or a Salvation Army meeting’.7 During this period Benn was certainly experimenting with different debating styles, but the subject matter of the debate was probably just as important. Britain was so hungry for social reform that it was outstripping the capacity of socialists to guide it. The Beveridge Report was the most obvious focus of this enthusiasm.

         Sir William Beveridge’s report, Social Insurance and Allied Services, was one of the few fruits yielded by the war to a people who were determined not to be betrayed, as the previous generation had been by Lloyd George’s spurious promise that ‘a land fit for heroes’ would arise after the First World War. This time they wanted it in writing.

         When the report was published on 1 December 1942 it seized the imagination of a nation already fired by two great successes. The Nazi advance had been halted at El Alamein in North Africa in July 1942 and turned into a retreat in October. This was the first great British victory, as opposed to a successful defence like the Battle of Britain. No less significant was the effect of the Soviet defence and then victory at Stalingrad in October and November. Stalingrad may have been even more telling than El Alamein because it was easier for the public to imagine the scale of the battle: the defence of a city literally room by room, the fight for possession of ruins by people armed with knives and pieces of twisted steel. The Soviet action was heroic, by the standards of any battle in history, but it was in defence of a nation ruled by a socialist system which the British public had long been taught to fear and despise. Co-operation with Russia increased interest in socialist thinking and therefore in programmes of social reform.

         The BBC immediately realised the potency of the Beveridge Report and from dawn on the day of its publication broadcast to occupied Europe in twenty-two languages the message of the welfare state as a proof of the superiority of democratic culture over that of the Nazis. Resistance movements adopted a welfare state programme as one of their post-war aims. The report proposed a flat-rate compulsory insurance contribution by working adults which was to pay benefits for sickness, unemployment 30and old age. The report also recommended that family allowances for every child after the first were to be paid out of general taxation, that there should be a national health service and that mass unemployment should end.

         Churchill’s reaction to the report was to underestimate its force and bungle the government’s approach. He wrote testily in January 1943, ‘A dangerous optimism is growing up about the conditions it will be possible to establish here after the war.’8 It was indeed dangerous to him and his party. As Benn later said, ‘Everyone was much further left in those years. In the 1940s you really felt the spirit of change in the air. We weren’t going back to the old world, that wasn’t what soldiers had fought the war for.’9

         The atmosphere at the Oxford Union reflected the increasing radicalism of the country with the January 1943 motion being lost by 128 votes to 89. The House of Commons’ lukewarm acceptance of the report ‘in principle’ in February 1943 was the occasion for a revolt of backbench Labour MPs against the government, the greatest challenge to its authority throughout the war.

         Further evidence of the radicalism of the nation was the success of a motion in the Union, albeit carried only by the President’s casting vote, calling for widespread nationalisation. This motion was moved by Benn with Sir Richard Acland as third speaker. Acland was a West Country Liberal MP who had founded the Commonwealth Party in 1942 to contest by-elections in which reactionary candidates would not otherwise be opposed because of the wartime electoral pact between the major parties. Commonwealth won three seats during the war but, rather more importantly, it helped foster a spirit of debate in which the Labour Party showed itself the moderate and credible party of government. During the war years the political centre of gravity shifted leftwards; it was no longer a battle between left and right but a debate in the socialist camp with the choice of being either left or further left. Benn maintained a spirited correspondence with Acland over several years and later worked with him on the H-Bomb National Committee and in similar organisations.

         Benn’s speech on 4 March 1943 in the nationalisation debate was described in the Oxford Magazine as ‘the evening’s best undergraduate speech, excellently delivered’.10 He did a great deal of research for his speeches, far more than he ever did for essays. At this time he tended to write speeches out in full but would expand on the text while on his feet. The text can still, however, give some flavour of the times:31

         
            Restriction of output is the mark of monopolistic capitalism – maximum output must be the order of the day. Private firms advertise unduly now to escape excess profits tax – even when paper economy is a national necessity. They want exclusive rights to patented inventions when only a pooling of all the best ideas can do the job. The minds of these giant industrialists are on present and future gain, whereas we need a spirit of selfless co-operation to carry us through. Common ownership is the only way to achieve that. For the spirit of brotherhood will be aroused when work done in factories is not for the personal gain of one owner – who is probably never seen – but for the immediate wellbeing of the community.11

         

         This example shows a style of construction which is characteristic of Benn throughout his life: first there is a statement which is not supported by any evidence, but before there is time to understand and question the statement, along comes an irrefutable truth: indeed post-war reconstruction will require maximum output. Two examples follow, both easily appreciated and clearly visualised demonstrations of a rejection of the common interest in preference for personal gain. An appeal to the higher emotions rounds it off. There is no marshalling of arguments, but the audience should feel – for there is enough to think about as the examples and paradoxes tumble out – that the conclusion follows logically from the previous statements. That is, an audience which wants to experience the warmth of brotherhood and common responsibility which is on offer should feel it has been brought to this emotion by ineluctable reason. The emotion of socialism, which after all is what really convinces, is given a foundation of economic fact and of revulsion for the contemptible behaviour of self-seeking capitalists. The conclusion does not flow from the premises, but this is a speech, not a lesson in logic.

         Another Benn characteristic showed itself in the Union in this period before his war service: a tendency to stand for election. He stood for the Library Committee, the first step towards high office in the Union. He was obviously popular for he topped the list of eighteen candidates with fifty-eight votes.

         On 24 July 1943 he volunteered for the Air Force, enlisting near the zoo in Regent’s Park as an aircraftman second class, though with the white stripes indicating that he was a pilot cadet. He was posted to the Initial Training Wing at Stratford-upon-Avon for basic services 32discipline training, then to the Elementary Flying School at Elmdon in Birmingham, later the city’s municipal airport. The winter of 1943–4 was spent in a cold and miserable Nissen hut at Heaton Park in Manchester while the RAF attempted to organise his future. On 11 January 1944 he sailed on the troopship Cameronia from Glasgow to South Africa. Owing to the limited airspace for training and the poor weather conditions over Britain, pilots were being trained in Africa under the Empire Training Scheme. There trainee pilots could get their wings, then return to Britain to gain experience by flying in more turbulent weather.

         During the month on the Cameronia Benn and a former trade union official called Whitehead addressed the troops on the subject of war aims, Benn’s first public meeting. When it was announced the commanding officer for troops called him in and said, ‘I hope, Benn, this meeting on war aims isn’t going to be anything to do with politics.’ ‘Oh no, sir, it’s just a general discussion about what will happen after the war,’ Benn said.12

         The British establishment had some difficulty in reconciling the defence of democracy against fascism with the hierarchical and class-ridden structure of the services. The inescapable fact was that too much democracy would prevent a return to the pre-war world. It was in an effort to forestall dangerous talk on post-war Britain that Churchill had withdrawn the Army Bureau of Current Affairs pamphlet for December 1942, because it contained a detailed account of the Beveridge Report. In fact this suppression gave its contents greater currency among the troops. ‘For the serving officers it was a war against Germany,’ Benn later remarked. ‘For me it was a war against fascism. Joining the Air Force was a political act, it wasn’t a yearning for the uniform.’13

         The troopship picked up a ‘pathetic bunch’ of Italian prisoners of war at Dar-es-Salaam, an apparent indication that the war was nearing its end, much to the frustration of Benn, who wanted to see action. From Durban, where the ship docked, Benn went to the Initial Training Wing of the Rhodesia Air Training Group at Bulawayo, before moving on in May 1944 to the Elementary Flying Training School in Gwelo. Much of the work here appealed to the technical side of Benn’s nature – he found it no hardship to undertake routine exercises like dismantling and understanding parts of an aeroplane’s ignition system. He progressed through the range of aeroplanes – from the tiny Tiger Moth he had flown in the UK to the American Cornell he learned to fly in Rhodesia, and then to an Oxford, a twin-engined plane. 33The manoeuvres executed on each practice run were faithfully recorded in his logbook, and before long he was noted as being proficient in taking off into the wind, approach and landing, stalling, instrument reading, aerobatics, night flying and other skills. He took his first solo flight on 14 June 1944.

         His stay in colonial Africa was a profound experience. He wrote an essay, ‘The Matabele and the Mashona’, about the two major tribes of Rhodesia. His account is full of anthropological and social details: information about African place-names and marriage rituals is followed by statistics about the poverty of Africans compared to Europeans. The Revd Percy Ibbotson, a missionary, took him to a native reserve outside Bulawayo where he saw the conditions in which black miners were living. Benn wrote: ‘Bug ridden and dirty huts, pools of stagnant water, the nearness of houses one to another, and to rubbish dumps, all these factors are helping to undermine the health of the native.’ He opposed the territorial segregation of Africans into native reserves, remarking that ‘their continuing backwardness is likely to be a drag-factor hindering any general attempt to raise the standard of life, health and education’. He thus foresaw the effects of apartheid, even when presented at its most benign as ‘separate development’.14

         He made friends with J. B. Auld, an organiser for a whites-only trade union whose daughter was a nurse. She took him to a native hospital, which he described: ‘There are many more patients than beds and the overflow of sick people were sleeping under the beds on the concrete floor, on strips of felt’ – yet 100 yards away there was a brand-new, well-equipped European hospital. He later said it was his experience of inequality in Africa which made him devote so much of his time to the anti-colonial movement in the 1950s. At this point he argued ‘for the complete political, economic and social equality of all Africans and Europeans in South Africa’.15

         ‘The treatment of the blacks was appalling,’ he later said. ‘Here was I, an aircraftman second class and I had a guy who cleaned my room and did my laundry. It was my introduction to the real world after having had such a limited education. There were people there from all over the place – I had lots of political discussions, discussions about the war and about religion and its relationship to politics. It was a much better education than I had at New College. I learned an enormous amount which I couldn’t have learned if the war hadn’t occurred. It was my comprehensive school.’1634

         His main recreation in Africa was talking with his colleagues, though he would sometimes go to the cinema. Perhaps surprisingly for someone who has made words his metier, Benn has never read a great deal, preferring to pick up information from experience and discussion. ‘I find taking things from the printed page quite difficult,’ he said. ‘Obviously if you have to you have to, and I would get down to it, but it would not be by choice.’17

         Tobacco was a halfpenny an ounce and it was in Rhodesia that he picked up his habit of smoking a pipe, as his father did. Being teetotal did not deprive him of the fun of mess life. He said: ‘When there was a party I was the only one who was ever sober, so the next day they would ask me, “What did I do?” and I would tell them they had swung from the chandelier or something. People did get very tight and there were a few fights, which I didn’t care for very much. But I found being a teetotaller was quite an advantage – you didn’t get into a scrape. Although I was a bit gutless: I used to have ginger ale, which looked like a whisky and soda.’18

         Michael Benn climbed into the cockpit of his Mosquito at 11 p.m. on 22 June 1944 and took off from RAF Tangmere, Sussex, on his last mission over occupied Europe. He had not flown far before he realised the air-speed indicator was not working – in fact the cover had not been removed from the Pitot tube, under the wing, which measures air speed. He radioed base to report his problem and was ordered to drop his bombs in the sea and return immediately. With no check for speed, the plane overshot the runway at Tangmere and crashed. Michael’s neck was broken.

         He was taken to St Richard’s Hospital, Chichester, and Margaret Benn was telegrammed. She said: ‘I was called to his bedside – I was with him the last twenty minutes. I think he knew I was there. He had discovered he had a vocation for the Christian ministry and was going to Pembroke College, Cambridge, to take the first steps in training. The technicians had failed to check his plane – they were terribly upset about it.’19 It is characteristic of Margaret Benn that she should feel sympathy for the unhappiness of the technicians whose negligence had caused the death of her son.

         Lord Stansgate was at that time an air commodore working in Italy for AMGOT, the Allied Military Government of Occupied Territories. Always an emotional person, the old man was riven with grief by the news of Michael’s death. Without seeking permission he went to an 35RAF station and boarded the next flight to London. Because of his rank he was not questioned. It says something for the esteem in which he was held that his commanding officer, Admiral Ellery W. Stone, covered up for him and was prepared to take full responsibility for his disappearance. Years later, Stone met Tony Benn and explained the story when Benn was Postmaster General and Stone was European manager of an American electronics concern.20

         As usual, Tony Benn went to his morning class for an hour of technical instruction. It was customary for letters to be distributed before this class, and in Benn’s mail was a telegram telling him of Michael’s death. Benn, just nineteen, was obliged to sit through the class before he could be alone. ‘I was very distressed about it. I was very close to him and it knocked me out for quite a long time. I vividly remember in January 1944 I had stayed with him. I have a recollection of seeing Michael with his bicycle as the train pulled out and thinking I might never see him again, and I never did. But it also increased my resolve to complete training and get into action.’21

         Michael had left a letter addressed to his family to be opened in the event of his death:

         
            So may I now take my leave of you.

            Father, from whom I inherited those qualities which I hoped would play their part later in my life and who was always a friend I could trust and who was everything a friend could be.

            Mother, from whom I inherited the precious gift of religion. Time alone would have shown what I intended to do with that.

            James [Tony], who would have been a helping friend and who shared so many interests with me. We might have done great things together.

            The little prof. [David], to whom I am devoted. Take care of him.

            To you all I say au revoir.

            It was my dearest wish to see us all united after the war. I wanted then to settle down to do what I could to prevent the suffering of another war from descending on the lives of our children. How I longed to see a world when people could be as free and happy as we were in our family. The toast is then ‘The Future’. God bless you all.22

         

         Forty years later Tony Benn published extracts from Michael’s letters. Like his conversation with his family, his letters were full of religious and political insights. He had been a first-class pilot, winning the DFC 36for actions over North Africa and Europe. Yet inner conflict raged: ‘Of one thing I am sure, you cannot reconcile Christianity to the war. Christ said – turn the other cheek, not go and bomb them four times as heavily as they bombed you…in my opinion war is unChristian and … the Church ought to say so, and not compromise with public opinion.’23 To be a night fighter-pilot and be plagued by the certainty that what you do is against your deepest principles, yet to have at the same time the equal certainty that it must be done: that is the perfect allegory for man in the twentieth century. Michael Benn was a true spiritual leader, who had impressed others from boyhood with his gentle intensity.

         Tony Benn never completely recovered from the death of his brother. ‘It still moves me,’ he said almost fifty years later. ‘I was talking to my mother about it yesterday, thinking how old he would have been. He’d probably be a retired bishop by now. It was the biggest thing that happened in my life up to that time and for some long time afterwards. Losses of that kind are very bitter for a while, then in the end they mellow and sweeten. I was devoted to him.’24

         Once back in London their father had himself posted around to air gunnery training schools, where he was assigned to give lectures and where he persuaded the instructors to put him through the gunnery course. He then had his lectures arranged so that he was with active squadrons, and at the age of sixty-seven he was back on active service, flying on operations behind a machine gun in the rear gun turret. He was found out only because he was mentioned in dispatches. He was then ordered to stop.

         Tony Benn got his wings on 9 March 1945 after 313 hours of flying. He nearly did not make it, for the Oxford in which he was acting as navigator six days before had crash-landed with a load of practice bombs on board. It was a low-level bombing mission whose route was listed as ‘Base – Croc Valley – Ruby Ranch – Gado – Kabanga’. They were to drop four bombs – these would be magnesium flares at night, smoke by day – and photograph the effects. Benn was to joke during the Rhodesia crisis which followed the Unilateral Declaration of Independence in 1965 that he was the only man in the cabinet who had bombed Rhodesia and would happily do so again.

         After getting his wings – a source of immense pride – he was posted to Egypt in March 1945. There was very little for servicemen to do by this time. Two months later he was on leave in Palestine with some colleagues. Landing from the Sea of Galilee, they were approached by a 37Jew who announced, ‘War finished.’ They had an ice-cream to celebrate. Benn had told the Jewish Agency for Palestine that he wanted to visit a kibbutz. The Agency was suspicious but finally it welcomed him and he spent Victory in Europe Day, 8 May, at Shaar Hagolan. He later wrote light-heartedly about it in the Oxford University magazine Isis: ‘Jews of all nations did their traditional folk dances and finally the three English officers were asked to do an English national dance. Boomps-a-daisy is said to be still popular in the Sea of Galilee area.’25

         ‘I very much wanted to go to the Far East, where the war was still on,’ Benn said many years later, ‘and other pilots wanted to go too, so we drew lots – but I lost and I was sent home. I remember being very disappointed.’26 Returning to Britain (where a general election had been called) on the troopship Carthage, he heard Churchill’s first election speech on 4 June. The Prime Minister so demeaned himself as to claim that the Labour Party ‘finds a free Parliament odious’ and that ‘No socialist government, conducting the entire life and industry of the country, could afford to allow free, sharp or violently worded expressions of public discontent. They would have to fall back on some form of Gestapo.’ The support for Labour on the ship was overwhelming.

         Tony Benn was returning to his family nearly a year after Michael’s death. Regulations covering the movement of troops prevented him from telling his family where he was until HM Troopship Carthage docked in Scotland on 10 June 1945 and he could telephone them. His mother and David met him in London, stepping off the train in his pilot officer’s uniform. It was a homecoming made more poignant by the absence of Michael. But Tony Benn did not intend to come home for good. ‘He was afraid he would miss any sort of war service,’ David Benn said. ‘The war in Europe was over. In order to improve his chances of fighting in the Far East, he transferred to the Fleet Air Arm, where they still needed pilots.’27

         Tony Benn was twenty at the time of the July 1945 election, a year too young to vote. ‘I didn’t think we’d win,’ he said, underestimating – as many did – the desire for change in the country. Coming from such a political family and having such a clear idea of his aims, he was already in the running to stand for Parliament. John Parker, Secretary of the Fabian Society, asked him if he would be available as a candidate even before he was eligible to stand.

         He helped Jeremy Hutchinson, Labour’s candidate in the Westminster (Abbey) constituency, whose wife was the actress Peggy Ashcroft. Benn 38used to drive her around to the Peabody Buildings to talk about the need for a national theatre to women leaning out of their windows with their hair in curlers. Whether this gained any votes is questionable but it evoked the spirit of progress: now that the people’s right to housing, education and health care had been fully accepted, the arts should also be available to all.

         Still in RAF uniform, Benn went to the Labour Party headquarters at Transport House to hear the outcome of the election three weeks after polling day – the pause had been arranged to allow the collection of votes from troops still stationed abroad. Everyone was assembled in a darkened hall where the results, as they were telephoned in from constituency declarations around the country, were written on smoked glass and projected on the wall by an epidiascope, a primitive overhead projector. ‘Tory ministers were falling like ninepins,’ Benn remembered, ‘then the door opened and out of the bright sunshine came a little man blinking. It was Attlee. He had come straight from RAF Northolt, where he had flown in from [the peace conference at] Potsdam and he didn’t know what had happened. He hadn’t been able to follow the results. A BBC man came up to me with a microphone and asked, “Will you shout three cheers for the Prime Minister?” But I was too shy.’28 William Wedgwood Benn was invited to join Attlee’s government as Secretary of State for Air.

         The Labour vote had increased by three and a half million over the 1935 figure. For the first time in its history Labour had an absolute majority, of an overwhelming 146 seats. The two-party system was restored with Labour at 393 seats, the Conservatives at 213 and the Liberals suffering a defeat from which they were never to recover, with only 12 seats. It was not just the scale of the Labour victory which amazed the leadership; they were astonished that there was a victory at all. Both sides had believed a Conservative victory to be most likely, and the loyalty of many Labour leaders to the coalition government had rendered them suspect in the eyes of party members, who scented an imminent betrayal in the style of 1931. Outsiders were shocked by the nation’s abandonment of Churchill. He had truly been a great war leader, but for the voting public this did not cloud the memory of his deficiencies as a peacetime minister and of the Conservative Party’s performance in the 1930s.

         Apart from the election, it was a dull time. There was all the austerity but none of the excitements of war. After Tony Benn’s transfer to the Fleet Air Arm as a sub-lieutenant, his first posting was to the Royal 39Naval College at Greenwich for ‘what used to be called a knife-and-fork course. They didn’t think RAF officers were gentlemen, so we had to train in etiquette.’29 He was sent to a stone frigate in Cumberland, then spent some time on an aircraft carrier, HMS Pretoria Castle, in Portsmouth. He was in Cumberland, when he heard that the atomic bomb had been dropped on Hiroshima. He had read a novel by Harold Nicolson called Public Faces which forecast the development and use of the atom bomb. Benn understood its significance. The war in the Pacific was to be over in days.

         Now that there was no need for pilots, either in the RAF or in the navy, Benn was sent on permanent paid leave. He went back to New College in January 1946, though he was not officially discharged from the Fleet Air Arm until 22 October. Some have accused Benn of inverted snobbery for saying in later years that he spent his time in the services as an aircraftman second class. In fact, of his two years in the RAF, twenty months were served in that rank. For the next three months he was in training to be a naval officer, then almost a year was passed, still as an officer, but on permanent leave as a student.40
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            Touring the USA

         

         Back at Oxford, Benn renewed his acquaintance with Bill Allchin. But the person who knocked on the door of his rooms in 1946 was very different from the self-assured schoolboy who had shone at the debating society. Allchin had been in Singapore at the time of the Japanese invasion in 1941 and he spent the duration of the war in the notorious Changi jail and on building the ‘railway of death’ from Siam to Burma. The experience turned him into a Quaker, pledged to eschew violence as a solution to human problems. He was physically and mentally shattered and quite unable to cope. He said, ‘I was finding it difficult to adjust, I found it difficult to be with people. Tony would give me tea and toast and we used to talk. He helped me through that period. It took me a year to get over it.’

         There was a bond between Benn and Allchin and the others who had gone through the war. Allchin said: ‘We were counted as over-serious. We wouldn’t have gone out for a good time in the terms that people now see it. Younger people who came straight from school were smoking black Russian cigarettes and drinking exotic drinks and trying to enjoy what they thought was the Oxford experience. We got on with our work.’1

         Benn was elected secretary of the Union for the final term of 1946, and treasurer for the first term of 1947. His election as president for the second term of 1947 was virtually a foregone conclusion. He received 173 votes in the first ballot, almost twice the vote of his closest rival, the Hon. Gerry Noel. The correspondent for Isis thought it surprising that he should be elected in spite of the overwhelming Tory majority among Union members but remarked, ‘If Mr Benn has made a bad speech in the Union, we have yet to hear it. He has shown himself witty, courteous and forceful in debate and in private business…. His political opinions are not alarming to most people, nor are they insincere. Beyond question his success is well deserved.’242

         Now, however, there were no Tories in power against whom an adept moralist could fulminate; instead there was a Labour government which had to be defended. As later commentators have noted, in the period of the 1945–50 Labour administration it was possible to sound simultaneously left wing and loyal to the government, a satisfaction denied to later generations. Such loyalty was rapidly diminishing. The winter of 1946–7 exacerbated the problems of a country already suffering from war damage, shortages and virtual bankruptcy. Fuel shortages caused by the record low temperatures coincided with the nationalisation of the mines, which allowed opponents of the government to claim a causal connection. Certainly the workers who were sent home because factories had to close and the housewives cooking on low gas were in no mood to praise the government. That winter gave the Conservatives their first glimmer of hope that socialism was not invincible.

         A symptom of this reassertiveness on the part of Tories was the barracking of the Attorney General Sir Hartley Shawcross when he spoke at the Union in support of a motion of confidence in Attlee’s government which Benn had moved. According to contemporary accounts Shawcross handled the Union badly, and members did not take kindly to being condescended to. Their jeers and hisses were reported in the press the next day, making the students seem both childish and discourteous. In such difficult circumstances, remarked the Oxford Magazine, Benn ‘must be congratulated upon facing a predominantly Conservative House in a fearless and admirable manner. Having gained the sympathy of the House by showing himself to be a master of the art of witty introduction, he then launched into a militant apologia for the government.’3

         Three aspects of his work at the Union are significant because they show an early interest in matters which would preoccupy him later: he argued for a postal ballot of members for all Union elections, which would have greatly increased the number of people who voted. He also argued for admitting women as full members. In neither of these was he successful. On the third issue, however, that of the Union’s independence, he was. A report on traffic in Oxford had proposed the building of a road which would destroy the Union buildings. It was therefore suggested by the then secretary that the Union’s assets should be transferred to the university in order to obtain the protection of the greater institution in the event that the compensation for the demolished buildings proved inadequate to reconstruct on the same scale. Benn argued that it was 43better to be independent with inferior premises than to be subject to the rules and regulations of the university. He won the day, and the road scheme was in any case dropped. Benn’s arguments were those which he came to employ in the Common Market debate (after two changes of mind): ultimately, whatever the practical benefits of merging with the larger body, independence counts for more.

         Kenneth Harris, an occasional speaker at the Union and later a journalist, has a memory of Benn at this time getting off his bicycle outside Blackwells the bookshop wearing a flat cap, with an army knapsack on his back and his pipe in his mouth. ‘He was slim, golden haired, very attractive, especially when he laughed. He was a great giggler. He had a good sense of humour but it had to be stimulated. He was well known and respected as an outspoken, articulate supporter of the Labour Party, ambitious in the best sense of the word. Some would have said he was a bit of a bore and inclined to bang on about the Labour Party, though he wasn’t a bore to me. He was obviously destined for great things.’4

         He was also something of an eccentric, a characteristic exhibited during his time as president when he laid on a supper for the Union staff at which he and the other officers acted as waiters. But his enthusiasm for being of practical use was not always exercised tactfully. After a meal at the stately home of a fellow student he insisted that he and the other guests, also students, should do the washing up, the hostess protesting in vain that the servants would do it in the morning.

         At Oxford Benn came into contact with a number of people who were to be significant figures in the Labour Party and in his life. The most important of these was Tony Crosland, who was seven years older than Benn but had graduated only in 1946 after serving for the duration. Crosland too was president of the Union for a term in that year, and it is in this period that Crosland made a well-known quip at Benn’s expense. Benn made an intervention in one of Crosland’s speeches to the effect that it was important for Labour undergraduates to discard the taint of intellectualism. Crosland replied that in order for the honourable gentleman to discard the taint of intellectualism it was first necessary for him to acquire it. This has frequently been repeated as if it were a mature judgement by one middle-aged politician on another, rather than an aside in an undergraduate debate. It later became a standing joke between Benn and Crosland.5

         A gifted economist, Crosland stayed on at Trinity as an economics lecturer while seeking a safe Labour seat. As their letters show, he 44enjoyed an avuncular relationship with Benn, whom he was tutoring in economics, and he even took to calling him by the nickname Jimmy, a diminutive of his family name. It was in his rooms that Benn first met Roy Jenkins and a number of other current or future Labour leaders. Jenkins and Crosland had been allies since they were undergraduates and had together formed the Democratic Socialist Club in opposition to the Oxford Labour Club, which had maintained a pro-Soviet line even after the Russian invasion of Poland and Finland.

         Crosland’s behaviour at the time is chronicled by his widow Susan in her unsqueamish biography of him. Heavy drinking, gambling, sexual promiscuity and mere personal rudeness were his hallmarks. Benn suggested that Crosland’s pose as ‘a great bon viveur’ was a reaction against his upbringing, for he shared with Benn a religious background of some rigour – his family were Plymouth Brethren – though Crosland’s family were far stricter and more exclusive than Benn’s. Both men were talented speakers and both young enough to feel that in 1940s Britain they were witnessing the dawn of a new type of society. The consolidation of the welfare state, large-scale nationalisation and the creation of the National Health Service were evidence of a bloodless revolution which would, they thought, bring about social change so profound that it could never be reversed.

         Hugh Dalton acted as a talent scout for the Labour Party, as Rab Butler did for the Tories, seeking out gifted undergraduates of the appropriate political persuasion to steer towards the fast track to high office. Benn recalled meeting Dalton in Crosland’s rooms.

         ‘Have you met the Chancellor?’ he said, introducing the visiting dignitary to another undergraduate. ‘The ex-Chancellor!’ Dalton boomed, and Benn was ‘covered in confusion’, having forgotten that Dalton had recently been ignominiously dismissed as Chancellor of the Exchequer for leaking information to a journalist before his Budget speech. In a self-deprecating account of himself written (in third person) at the time Benn remarks, ‘He dresses scruffily, talks too much and is rather boisterous,’ adding that he ‘gets embarrassed rather too easily for comfort’.6 His boyish looks and his tendency to blush at the slightest provocation were a spur to greater conviviality – as he could do nothing to alter these attributes he turned them to his advantage by making a joke of them. Thus he recounts the story of the time he was an orderly officer inspecting the kitchens when the cook, moved by his youthful 45appearance, gave him an orange to take away. ‘Benn accepted this gratefully and fled, blushing furiously.’7

         His position in the Union and his membership of the Labour Club brought obligations as well as introductions. He had been asked if he would join the speakers’ panel of the Labour Party, and his first opportunity to take advantage of this came when he received a telegram from the ‘Propaganda Office’ asking if he could speak at a May Day rally in Worcester in place of Lord Pakenham (later the Earl of Longford). In this, his first speech to a Labour movement audience (which his father had helped him write), Benn emphasised international issues in deference to the international character of May Day, urging that ‘the social democracy of our Labour movement is the only solution’ which avoids the American and Russian extremes.8

         The American Speech Association invited the Union to provide three speakers to debate in the US over four months from October 1947. Benn was obviously to go as president. Sir Edward Boyle, a leading Union figure and later a Conservative Education Minister, was given the second place. It was undesirable that the third speaker should also belong to one of the main parties, so Kenneth Harris, a competent, humorous debater, agreed to appear as a Liberal.

         Kenneth Harris’s book Travelling Tongues vividly recalls the thrill of this journey, during which the trio visited forty-three states and held sixty debates. They crossed from a world of austerity in which chocolate and ice-cream were luxuries to one in which the only queue, as Benn remarked, was one at the post office to send food parcels to Europe. They sailed on a ship full of young people, many of them of a religious disposition, who had been doing voluntary service in Europe, effectively economic missionaries. Benn related in his own account how the ship approached the ‘indescribable, unforgettable’ lights of New York. ‘This amazing scene symbolises all the strength and security and prosperity that one associated with peace,’ he wrote. ‘What a waste of electricity!’ exclaimed a middle-aged Englishman beside him.9 One of the economic missionaries, Libby, was to become a particular friend of Benn’s and the three visited her at her parents’ home near New York that Christmas. He also spent some time with the Christian theologian Reinhold Niebuhr, whom he knew through his mother’s religious connections. When staying with Niebuhr he telephoned his host pretending to be a Scottish Presbyterian Minister, asking him to preach on a day when he knew Niebuhr was free. The great Christian moralist lied about his 46engagements to get out of the chore, much to the amusement of his family when Benn disclosed the prank to them all.10

         The debaters were forever rushing from one location to another, often still in their dinner jackets, and were on one occasion mistaken for a comedy team. In Kenneth Harris’s account, a hostess in Hollywood described the appearance of the debaters: ‘“You looked so wonderful on that platform. So grotesque. Your hair down flat, and so long. Your suits, your shoes – boys! You were fabulous. Oh your suits! Those funny little lapels. Those vests, your tight jackets, your collars!” She threw up her hands and dissolved in helpless laughter. The Oxford debaters smiled wanly.’11 Other cultural differences were less entertaining. After debating with a team at one of the negro colleges in a Southern state Benn asked the principal to have lunch with them in their hotel. He was shocked to be told that it was impossible: negroes were not allowed in white hotels.

         They were pleasantly overwhelmed with American hospitality. In particular, coming from a small country, they were astonished by the distances Americans would travel as a matter of course. After a missed air connection a professor they had met only once was willing, despite their protestations, to drive them for five hours, between Chicago and Madison, Wisconsin, and then return alone. Benn found ‘an engaging directness and commendable energy about Americans’ and was impressed by their ability to stay up late and have fun. ‘Is there a dance on tonight?’ they asked, seeing couples on a perfectly ordinary dance floor in a hotel restaurant. It was difficult for them to understand that most young people in the US thought that life was for living. Benn found the young women at one meeting somewhat alarming. ‘“Do you put it on?” asked one of my accent. “How do you heat your beer?” asked another, who had heard British beer was often warm.’12

         They were forever having to bite their tongues and accept misrepresentations of Britain. Some were merely humorous, like the designation of them as ‘royalty’ because Boyle was a baronet (he had recently succeeded his father) and Benn an Honourable. Sometimes the misrepresentation was so great that there was no point in correcting it, as when the principal newspaper of Louisiana’s state capital headlined one of their debates ‘British Socialism versus American Democracy’. Austerity in Britain was widely considered to be deliberate government policy, and several times Benn lost his temper with what seemed to him to be simple American obtuseness in the face of the realities of life in Europe. His companions could tell from the other side of the room if he 47was going to engage in a spirited argument: his face would go white and a spot of red would appear on each cheek.13

         Most perplexing was the way private enterprise was treated as a living faith, as an answer in itself rather than a means to an end. The American economic belief system eclipsed rational thought about other nations. ‘One cannot speak admiringly of the technical achievement of the Dnieper Dam without running the risk of being called a “Red”,’ Benn wrote.14 The intellectually paralysing effect of such a doctrinaire approach was depressing. They were told of a professor at the University of Minnesota who was investigated by the FBI, along with his students, because he was teaching them the principles of Marxism.

         As leader of the group, it fell to Benn to organise the books, to ensure that they kept within budget, given the strict exchange control regulations at the time. ‘One admired him for being so conscientious,’ Harris said, ‘but I sometimes felt we got more out of the trip than he did because his mind was on his administrative responsibility. I remember once going through Colorado when there was this marvellous mountain landscape and we said, “Come and look, Tony.” But he was sitting on another seat working through the accounts. He still has those accounts.’15

         He tried to give each member of the party a float which they would have to account for after they had spent it in order to have their expenditure reimbursed. He did not understand when both Boyle and Harris were appalled by this ‘to each according to his needs’ accounting. Harris argued that he would feel uncomfortable if he were spending more freely than the others because he enjoyed alcohol while Benn did not drink at all and Boyle very little. It would mean the other two were subsidising their colleague’s drinking. After a struggle they were each given an allowance which they could spend on what they wished without accounting for it.

         Benn, who never made judgements about the morality of alcohol, decided that Harris became more pleasant after he had been drinking, in contrast with people who became morose or truculent. Once in a bar in New England after a debate they were discussing drink and Benn mentioned the popularity of whisky in the US. ‘Try some,’ said Harris and offered his glass. Benn took a sip and said, ‘Good Lord, is that what they all make such a fuss about?’16

         One beneficial aspect of the need to explain every step of the arguments to apparently obtuse Americans was the effect this had on Benn’s speaking style. Kenneth Harris remarked that on the ship 48going out they had all given a speech on party politics to entertain the other passengers and Benn’s presentation had been long and dull, ‘very pedestrian stuff, as if he’d got it out of some handbook. Within a month or so we had a very different Tony Benn when he got up to speak. He got funnier and funnier as we went on, he argued well, marshalled his facts well. After he returned from America I remember him giving one of the ablest and funniest speeches I have ever heard at the Union or anywhere else. His abilities were considerable before, but they were heavy, they could bore people. After America he was brilliant.’17

         Benn later explained how studying the speaking styles taught in American universities helped him to do the opposite. ‘The tradition of the Oxford Union was very stylised and mannered. In America the whole thing was forensic. They were training lawyers, we were training parliamentarians. Their presentation was stylised in a different way. It was not considered necessary in America to argue your own case which you believed in – you just took a case and developed it as if you had a brief. We decided to disregard that technique and do it in a much more informal way which was quite attractive to American student audiences. We were making jokes. I was putting things in a funny way to get them relaxed and then arguing the point.’

         Benn was a fine-looking young man with obvious talents but, like many of his class and generation, he was ill accustomed to female companionship, having gone from a male school to the services and an all-male college. He wrote of his schooldays in Isis, ‘He left utterly convinced of the desirability of co-education,’ and in 1947 in a scripted BBC talk he argued, ‘Since most of us are going to live the rest of our lives with a member of the opposite sex, it seems unnatural and unimaginative to compel us to spend the four or five most impressionable years in strict isolation from them.’18 This awkwardness with women had doubtless been exacerbated by being brought up with two brothers and no girls. He felt the narrowness of his upbringing keenly when he saw the way American students behaved. He wrote, ‘There is a social maturity about young Americans which contrasts favourably with the stiffness and inhibited reservedness of a tea party in St Hugh’s. The embarrassed sweating and blushing which for so long plagued me in my early efforts is not commonly found among the fraternity brothers.’19

         Isolation from women in early life induced in many men a tedious boorishness, but this was never a Benn characteristic. In 1947 he wrote that he believed ‘in complete social and political equality as between the 49sexes’20 and four years later showed that he understood the implications of such a statement for the division of labour. Asked by the Daily Mirror what he liked about the opposite sex, he replied: ‘I admire most the sort of woman who can combine outside interests with domestic chores. This means that some responsibility lies with men to make it possible. Of course a woman wants her home and wants to be with her children, but that doesn’t mean she should be saddled with all the dull and dirty work.’21 He was, it is true, saying this after he had met a woman who filled all his requirements.50
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            Caroline Benn

         

         Caroline Middleton De Camp was walking across the quadrangle at Vassar, New York, when she saw a piece of paper blowing along the ground. She picked it up and found that it advertised places in a summer school being run by Oxford University. To aid international understanding, two people from each of the major East Coast universities were invited to Oxford. Other students were invited from universities in Europe. Caroline applied and was accepted. In July 1948, five months after Tony Benn’s return from his debating tour, she was sailing across the Atlantic.

         Caroline came from a prosperous Cincinnati family of lawyers. They were church-goers, but not excessively so for an Ohio family in the 1930s. They were socially concerned without being explicitly political. On her father’s side she was descended from a Huguenot family which had arrived forty years after the Mayflower, escaping persecution in France. One ancestor had fought in the War of Independence and had been given land in Ohio as a reward. His tombstone still proudly announces, ‘Moses De Camp – Revolutionary’. During the Civil War the De Camps were fanatical supporters of the Republic. They helped run an underground network for smuggling freed slaves from the South. After the war the ten De Camp brothers visited President Lincoln and were proudly photographed with him.

         Caroline was already socially committed as a child. She said, ‘I was already on the left in the 1930s when I used to go on about the civil rights issue. It was not always appropriate, but I am glad I did it. You didn’t have to know a lot, you just have to look around you to realise how bad it was. I was also very affected by the Depression, the people coming to the door looking for work.’1

         She was intelligent and active as a girl. Her natural rebelliousness was sharpened by the Anglican girls’ boarding school she was sent to. 52‘You had to be subversive in order to retain any individuality. The people were perfectly nice but the system was so oppressive.’

         Caroline took a first class degree at Vassar and won a postgraduate fellowship. Other young women who were her contemporaries were the future Jackie Kennedy and Susan Crosland. When she found the fateful piece of paper on the quadrangle she was planning to go to Colombia to take a PhD in seventeenth-century English literature and to become a university lecturer.

         When she arrived at Oxford she had a list of people to see which had been compiled by her Anglophile grandfather. It was quite a burden to be looking up her grandparents’ friends, but happily she also had some names from one T. George Harris, a friend who had taken it upon himself to suggest some young men Caroline might like to meet while she was alone in Oxford. The first person she met through Harris she did not consider pleasant at all. The next on the list was Tony Benn, with whom Harris had debated at Yale. So as not to be alone with this unknown young man, who might turn out to be as disagreeable as the first one, she invited a number of people to tea on 2 August, including Benn. ‘I was standing under the archway and I saw him come up the walkway. I thought, “I wonder who he is, he looks very nice.” He was very nice, and after I started talking to him I was sorry I had invited all those other people.’2

         Caroline was an alert, vivacious young woman with a manner which was at once humorous and serious. She was also extremely attractive – one of their contemporaries described her as ‘ravishing’.3 They saw each other every day thereafter and on the morning of 11 August at his rooms between the Banbury and Woodstock Roads she explained she was going to France and then back to America. They spent the day together, then walked down towards her room at Worcester. ‘We sat down on a bench and I realised I would never see her again,’ said Benn. ‘Just after midnight I proposed to her and she accepted. We walked down to the bench on Magdalen Bridge and talked about what we wanted to do and agreed we wanted five children. Then I took her back to her rooms and the following day we had breakfast together. She went off to France then came back to see my parents.’4

         Marriage meant a complete upheaval to Caroline. All her academic plans up to that point had to be abandoned; she would have to live in a foreign country and raise a family – something she had thought of only as a possibility before. ‘I thought it would be a duty having children 53and in fact I found it was a pleasure,’ Caroline said. ‘Nevertheless, the division of domestic life was very uneven at that time. During the war people had been separated, a lot of people had been killed. There was a lot of pressure on women to stay home and raise families. We all fooled ourselves at that time that we were equal. Because we weren’t like the Victorians we thought we had achieved equality and there was nothing else to do. The whole issue of who goes to work and who stays at home wasn’t even discussed, not only between Tony and myself. It wasn’t discussed at all.’5

         As she was so soon to leave Cincinnati, which she loved, Caroline decided to use the next year to take an MA at the University of Cincinnati. She wrote her thesis on John Milton. Benn was to take his degree at the end of the year – Oxford degrees could be taken at two dates in the year at this time. Meanwhile the two young people corresponded voluminously about their families, themselves and their experiences.

         Benn took his finals in November 1948 and in the new year Crosland sent him the marks for individual examinations which added up to his ‘safe second’. He wrote back from 40 Millbank, ‘They reveal me as a plodding all-round second-rater with a touch of inherited alpha from you in economics.… I too was delighted that the highest marks were in that subject, after all the effort you expended in trying to teach me something about it. It is no exaggeration to say that the results mattered far more to me because I didn’t want you to feel you had wasted your time, than because I wanted a good pass.’6

         Benn later called it ‘a bit of a fraud degree really’, because no one whose education had been interrupted by war service would have been failed.7 His father commented that anyone who had been a sergeant for more than six months would be credited with Moral Philosophy and passed on the basis of that. His mother paid the fee to have the BA upgraded to an MA, a curious custom permitted by Oxford and Cambridge Universities, and the family drove down to the awards ceremony.

         Tony Benn was now a graduate in search of an occupation. His cousin Glanvill Benn, twenty years older and chairman of Benn Brothers, asked if he would go to the US to solicit orders for their trade magazines. Sailing in January 1949, Benn was to learn the miseries of ‘cold selling’. By night he would live in cheap lodging houses, by day he would look up the addresses of likely customers in Yellow Pages and call on them. The objective was to get North Americans to subscribe to Hardware Trade 54Journal or Nursery World or Cabinet Maker. It was not an endeavour likely to be crowned with success. ‘They were of no interest to the Americans at all,’ said Benn. ‘They were skinny little publications because of the wartime paper shortage. And they had their own trade journals – they didn’t need ours.’8

         This was a miserable time for him. Benn wrote to Kenneth Harris, complaining that being a magazine salesman in the US was a very different experience from being a member of the Oxford debating team there. He learned the great truth of international commerce, that Americans are extremely difficult to sell to. Harris remarked that Benn was not a natural salesman, anyway: he liked to tell you things, not ask them of you.9

         After a tour of the seedier hotels of Indianapolis, Chicago and Philadelphia, Benn obtained a room in a rundown boarding house in New York for $10 a week. He was there to be trained by the publishers McGraw Hill, with whom Benn Brothers were connected. He wrote a booklet for them on how to sell magazines and in return learned direct-mailing techniques and graphic layout, which later served him well in the production of leaflets and other political material.

         He had met Caroline’s family before he set off on his selling odyssey and she now joined him in New York in May 1949. She said her parents ‘were a bit sceptical really. They thought I would never get married because I was too independent and I wanted a career. But they really liked him when they met him.’10 Nor were Tony Benn’s parents entirely happy about his telling them both that he had met a girl and he was engaged to her, this seemed a little too impulsive.

         Caroline had been mildly curious about the difference between Tony Benn’s name and that of his parents when she was introduced to them. ‘He wasn’t over-anxious to talk about it,’ Caroline said. ‘I suppose he could tell I instinctively wouldn’t consider it one of his assets. It wasn’t a selling point. When he explained it to me it was in a very matter-of-fact way – that during the war the government needed more Labour representation in the Lords so his father had been sent there. I still don’t think I understood this thing about the second chamber that was hereditary. He said he wouldn’t have to take it up. I was one hundred per cent behind getting rid of it.’11

         They married on 17 June 1949 at the Church of the Advent in Cincinnati, where Caroline had been baptised and confirmed, and where her mother and her grandmother had been married. That afternoon Ohio was struck by one of its frequent cloudbursts which stop everything. Caroline and 55her father were obliged to wait in the car for twenty minutes until the rain subsided. The wedding was being recorded on disc for posterity, and the recording engineer did not wish to stop cutting discs for fear the bride would make an appearance when he was not rolling. He therefore recorded the organist vamping while waiting for the entrance, the sound of the rain and the shuffling congregation. After Mr and Mrs Benn were finally married they were presented with seven discs of such live action, with an eighth containing the ceremony.

         Tony and Caroline Benn went to Lake Michigan on honeymoon, then to an international congress, the Summer Institute for Social Progress, at Wellesley College, Massachusetts. There Benn took part in a debate about the future of Europe with a Polish diplomat. Before leaving the US, Benn discovered that marriage in another country brought its problems. He learned that he had to pay purchase tax and duty on all wedding presents, which meant they could not afford a car. ‘What is more, the customs will only give me three months to pay and after that they sell the stuff. I think that’s a bit much even for socialist Britain.’12

         In the event, when they arrived in England with the vast amount of luggage Caroline needed to start a new life, the customs officer smiled on the newlyweds and waved them on. At Waterloo station they were faced with the problem of moving the mountain of luggage to Millbank, but with characteristic Benn organisational flair the new husband commandeered an RAF van which took them to their temporary home. Soon they were to move to a flat in Hammersmith, 115 Stamford Court, at £114 per year. They could afford the car (Benn’s first), a Ford Prefect.

         If she wanted to work in education in Britain, Caroline realised she would have to have a British post-graduate degree. Accordingly, she started at University College, London, and began her thesis on the collaboration between Ben Jonson and Inigo Jones on the production of Jacobean masques.

         Wedgwood Benn had hoped that his son would be employed by Benn Brothers, but Uncle Ernest vetoed this particular example of nepotism because Tony was a socialist. ‘Father was absolutely furious,’ said Benn. ‘He had worked in Benn Brothers and felt it was right I should have the chance to do so. I was very pleased. I didn’t want to do it and I was bracing myself to tell Benn Brothers that I didn’t want to work for them and wanted to apply for a job in the BBC.’13

         He had done a small amount of broadcasting for the BBC, on the basis of his position in the Oxford Union. He had been recommended 56by Derek Holroyde, a contemporary at Oxford though a much older man. Holroyde had been particularly impressed by Benn’s enthusiastic interest in the United States and, when he himself was moved to the general Overseas Service, he left a vacancy in the political and current affairs department of the North American Service. Benn was engaged at the BBC for £9 a week as a D Grade producer. The post-war BBC was not sensitive about referring to rank.

         The BBC training school gave him the opportunity to use his creative imagination. One programme he devised had a typical Benn mix of wild originality and public participation in the media. Called You the Star it was a play broadcast with the leading part silent. The part would be printed in the Listener and members of the public could play the star role in the comfort of their own homes. Or perhaps they would find themselves without a copy of the magazine, listening to a very avant-garde radio play. Another idea he had was for a programme in which a mystery person would be asked questions by guests who had to guess that person’s views on a major issue by hearing his or her views on unrelated topics. As a programme it would have been worthy even by the standards of the BBC Home Service, though it did become the core of a programme Benn was involved with in 1960 called In My Opinion. 

         The Overseas Service of the BBC was funded by the Foreign Office but run by the BBC. The North American Service was a regional department within the English Service. It existed, as Derek Holroyde put it, ‘to persuade the Americans of the needs of the British post-war world and the worthiness of the British war effort, to impress them with the Empire’.14 There were also many British expatriates living in North America: emigrants to Canada and ‘GI brides’ in the US. The service existed to some extent to maintain their links with the mother country.

         Programmes like the political flagship London Forum and Benn’s own invention, Let’s Get This Straight, taught other broadcasters that it was possible to put political figures in front of a microphone and ask difficult questions. Benn was able to meet yet more politicians, including members of the emerging generation in the Labour Party like Richard Crossman and Denis Healey. He also made the acquaintance of Conservatives, including Quintin Hogg (later Lord Hailsham).

         At that time a producer did everything, from originating the idea to scripting it, finding the participants, interviewing them and editing the recordings. Recordings were made on 78 r.p.m. acetate discs which could be marked with a chinagraph pencil at the in and out points of 57a required quote. When the broadcast was made the disc was played between the two chinagraph marks. If more complicated editing was required, a section of a disc would be played on one machine while another machine cut a second disc. The waste made while discs were cut curled off into a swarf bucket. Tony Benn caused a panic one day when he knocked his pipe out into the swarf bucket and the thing went up in billows of smoke.

         Any overt political involvement while he was at the BBC risked immediate dismissal. Benn’s political ambitions had to be put into abeyance while he worked to keep his new wife and the family they soon hoped to have. It was a very happy time for the young couple, with Caroline working for her degree and Tony Benn taking the bus every morning to his office in Great Castle Street, near Oxford Circus. He could easily have stayed at the BBC, rising to any position he chose. His brother David made a career for himself in the BBC East European Services. The machinery had already been set in motion, however, which would take Tony Benn to the realisation of the last of his adolescent wishes.58
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