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Let’s be frank about it; most of our people have never had it so good. Go around the country, go to the industrial towns, go to the farms, and you will see a state of prosperity such as we have never had in my lifetime – nor indeed ever in the history of this country. What is worrying some of us is ‘Is it too good to be true?’ or perhaps I should say ‘Is it too good to last?’


Harold Macmillan, 20 July 1957
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PREFACE






HEADMASTER: Would it be impossibly naïve and old-fashioned of me to ask what it is you are trying to accomplish in this impudent charade?


FRANKLIN: You could say that we are trying to shed the burden of the past.


HEADMASTER: Shed it? Why must we shed it? Why not shoulder it? Memories are not shackles, Franklin, they are garlands.


FRANKLIN: We’re too tied to the past. We want to be free to look to the future. The future comes before the past.


HEADMASTER: Nonsense. The future comes after the past. Otherwise it couldn’t be the future … It’s all very easy to be daring and outspoken, Franklin, but once you’re at the helm the impetus will pass. Authority is a leaden cope. You will be left behind, however daring and outspoken you are. You will be left behind, just as I have been left behind. Though when you have fallen as far behind as I have, you become a character. The mists of time lend one a certain romance.


Alan Bennett, Forty Years On (1968)


Just as few adolescents can ever believe that their parents have been through the same stages of attitude and development before them, so one of the more frequently recurrent fallacies has been people’s belief that their own age is without precedent, that some new order is coming to birth in which all the general assumptions previously made about human behaviour are becoming somehow outmoded. In few ages has this belief been more prevalent than our own.


Christopher Booker, The Neophiliacs (1969)








On 21 October 1960, at the Old Bailey in London, the prosecution opened their case in Regina v. Penguin Books Limited, charged under the terms of the Obscene Publications Act of 1959 for publishing D. H. Lawrence’s novel Lady Chatterley’s Lover. The trial lasted for six days and made headlines not only in London but in capitals across the world. It was, said one observer, ‘a circus so hilarious, fascinating, tense and satisfying that none who sat through all its six days will ever forget them’.1


The Lady Chatterley’s Lover trial was one of the great set-pieces of the sixties. On the one hand stood the old order, represented by the counsel for the prosecution, Mervyn Griffith Jones, described by one observer as ‘high cheek-boned and poker-backed, a veteran of Eton, Trinity Hall (Cambridge), the Coldstream Guards and many previous obscenity cases; a voice passionate only in disdain, but barbed with a rabid belief in convention and discipline’.2 It was Griffith Jones who opened the case by listing, with cold contempt, the obscenities used by Lawrence in his novel, and it was Griffith Jones who famously turned to ask the jury if this was ‘a book that you would have lying around in your own house … a book you would even wish your wife or your servants to read?’ On the other side, representing the new wave of frankness and freedom, stood Gerald Gardiner, counsel for Penguin Books and a founder member of the Campaign for Nuclear Disarmament (CND), supported by thirty-five expert witnesses ranging from the literary icons E. M. Forster and Rebecca West to the young Northern lecturer Richard Hoggart and the Bishop of Woolwich, John Robinson. And it was the Bishop who best captured the liberal spirit of the defence team. ‘What I think is clear’, he told the court, ‘is that what Lawrence is trying to do is to portray the sex relationship as something essentially sacred … as in a real sense an act of holy communion.’ Asked whether it was ‘a book which in your view Christians ought to read’, he replied, confidently: ‘Yes, I think it is.’3


On 2 November, after retiring for three hours to consider their verdict, the jury returned to the courtroom and acquitted Penguin Books of all charges. The publishers’ immediate reaction was to deliver some 200,000 copies of the novel, which had been lying in readiness in their warehouse, to booksellers up and down the country. Each paperback cost just 3s 6d, and it was hardly surprising, given the notoriety of the trial, that sales were sensational. In the next two years, Penguin claimed to sell no fewer than 3.3 million copies of Lady Chatterley’s Lover; in one Yorkshire town copies of the book were said to be on display in the butcher’s next to his lamb chops; and by the end of the decade, the story of Constance Chatterley and the gamekeeper Mellors had taken up its place as one of the bestselling books in modern British history.4


But there was more to the Chatterley affair than sales alone: as Bernard Levin put it a few years later, it offered a powerful ‘collection of symbols for the decade that was just beginning’.5 On the Sunday after the jury had handed down their verdict, Kenneth Tynan wrote in the Observer that the ‘real battle’ had been ‘between all that Hoggart stood for, and all that Griffith Jones stood for; between Lawrence’s England and Sir Clifford Chatterley’s England; between contact and separation; between freedom and control; between love and death’.6 Penguin themselves added a caption to new editions proclaiming that the trial ‘was not just a legal tussle, but a conflict of generation and class’.7 ‘I feel that a window has been opened,’ said Lawrence’s stepdaughter, ‘and fresh air has blown right through England.’8


For many observers, the Chatterley trial caught the mood of a society on the brink of a new era of hedonism, liberation and excitement, precisely those values that are most often associated with ‘the sixties’. As early as 1969, in the first major work on the decade, the journalist Christopher Booker wrote that ‘there was a feeling of modernity and adventure that would never be won so easily again’.9 And almost twenty years later, two schoolteachers wrote in a retrospective of the decade that the sixties had entailed ‘youthful rebellion against war, racial prejudice and sexual repression … a mini-renaissance in which the right of individual expression was encouraged, applauded and nurtured by a generation whose naïve belief was that all we needed was love’.10


This is the most common interpretation of the sixties: a cultural renaissance that emphasised tolerance, freedom and, above all, love. In Jonathon Green’s book All Dressed Up, one of the standard accounts of the period, he explains that ‘the Sixties are as much a state of mind as a chronological concept’, standing, ‘rightly or not, as the dominant myth of the modern era’:






As the century draws to a close, it is hard not to see the Sixties as the pivotal decade. It was not the only momentous period and its perceived importance now may be ascribed to the current domination of media by those whose youth was played out against its gaudy wallpaper, but for all the importance of the Twenties and the Thirties, the years of the two World Wars, and the grim, destructive Eighties, the Sixties seem to stand in the centre of it all, sucking in the influences of the past, creating the touchstones of the future.11








Like so many other nostalgic veterans of the period, Green associates it with utopianism, non-conformity, sensuality and experimentation. It was all about ‘dressing up’, ‘party-time’: ‘For some it was “party best”, for others full-scale fancy dress, while for many, noses pressed to the window, it was merely the reflection, alluring or repellent, of those dead set on a good time.’ Hence the title of his book, borrowed from John Lennon’s comment that in the sixties ‘we all dressed up’.12


This version of the sixties remains both popular and persuasive, and is the one most often echoed by Green’s contemporaries in the arts and publishing worlds when they, too, look back on their youth. ‘It was all an incredibly romantic era,’ according to a journalist who worked on the underground press: ‘girls were incredibly beautiful and luscious and they didn’t have AIDS and didn’t wear knickers. There was always enough money to be comfortable, there was good music, dope, sex, and above all there was not conforming.’13 It is also a version largely confirmed by Arthur Marwick’s monumental survey of the period, which covers not only Britain but also France, Italy and the United States. For Marwick, the story of the sixties is the story of an international ‘cultural revolution’ that transformed ‘material conditions, family relationships, and personal freedoms for the vast majority of ordinary people’.14 As Marwick explained in an interview publicising the book, ‘it was a change in the relationships between children and parents; blacks and whites; men and women; social classes. The old conventions were thrown away.’15 In his conclusion, he suggests that ‘the sixties cultural revolution in effect established the enduring values and social behaviour for the rest of the century’.16


Both Green and Marwick, as should already be clear, are broadly in favour of the social and cultural changes they associate with the sixties. But there have also been plenty of commentators for whom the period was one of moral turpitude, artistic self-indulgence, social fragmentation and cultural decline. In 1977, for instance, the moral campaigner Mary Whitehouse wrote that Britain had sunk into an abyss of state-sponsored depravity, from ‘pre-marital sex, abortion on demand [and] homosexuality’ to ‘abuse of the monarchy, moral values, law and order and religion’. An entire generation, she thought, had been taught to see ‘sex as the great liberator, and self-control and self-denial as the only sins’.17 This was an interpretation eagerly repeated during the following decade by Conservative politicians and journalists keen to contrast the achievements of Thatcherism with the alleged failures of the past. The Conservative party chairman, Norman Tebbit, notoriously attacked the BBC as ‘the insufferable, smug, sanctimonious, naïve, guilt-ridden, wet, pink orthodoxy of that sunset home of the third-rate minds of that third-rate decade, the Sixties’, and commented that the decade had been characterised by dirt, disorder, ‘bad art … violence and soft pornography’.18 Three years later, in 1988, Margaret Thatcher herself blamed ‘Sixties culture’ for ‘the block mentality: tower blocks, trade union block votes, block schools’ and the insidious cult of ‘breaking the rules’.19


At the end of the 1990s the columnist Peter Hitchens argued that ever since the Chatterley trial British civilisation had been rapidly approaching ‘the edge of extinction’:






We allowed our patriotism to be turned into a joke, wise sexual restraint to be mocked as prudery, our families to be defamed as nests of violence, loathing and abuse, our literature to be tossed aside like so much garbage, and our church to be turned into a department of the Social Security system … We lost our nerve and our pride. We thought there was something wrong with our own country, and so we scanned the world for novelties to import and adopt. We tore up every familiar thing in our landscape, adopted a means of transport wholly unfitted to our small, crowded island, demolished the hearts of hundreds of handsome towns and cities, and in the meantime we castrated our criminal law.








The changes underfoot since the sixties had, said Hitchens, ‘brought about misery, decadence and ignorance … which threatens to abolish one of the happiest, fairest and kindest societies which has ever existed in this imperfect world’. And even his political adversaries appeared to agree. At first. Tony Blair had presented himself as a child of the sixties, posing with a guitar for press photographers and enthusiastically talking about his affection for the Beatles and their contemporaries. Eventually, however, he too decided to join the assault on the period. Unveiling a new criminal justice programme in the summer of 2004, Blair told his audience that the 1960s had been an era of ‘freedom without responsibility’, producing ‘a group of young people who were brought up without parental discipline, without proper role models and without any sense of responsibility to or for others’. It was time for a return to ‘rules, order and proper behaviour’ and ‘a community where the decent law-abiding majority are in charge’. It was time, he said, for ‘the end of the 1960s liberal social consensus’.20


At first glance there seems to be little in common between writers like Jonathon Green and Arthur Marwick on the one hand, and the likes of Margaret Thatcher and Peter Hitchens on the other. While one group heaps praise upon an era of liberation and self-expression, the other condemns an age of moral decline and collapsing traditions. But the irony is that essentially they agree that what characterised the sixties in Britain was a process of breakneck, irreversible and unprecedented change, and their disagreement basically hinges on their attitude to the tremendous forces that the decade apparently unleashed. Indeed, this emphasis on change is echoed by dozens of other historians and commentators who have written about the period. For Christopher Booker it was a ‘frenetic decade’ in which ‘conventions of dress, language and behaviour seemed to be dissolving like snow’.21 For Bernard Levin, ‘the Sixties saw an old world die and a new one come to birth’.22 For Jeffrey Richards, Britain ‘underwent a profound and far-reaching social and cultural revolution’ in which ‘rules, restrictions, conventions and traditions in both life and art were ditched’.23 Even the sober Marxist historian Eric Hobsbawm, in his global history of the twentieth century, calls the sixties a ‘golden age’ of affluence and prosperity that ‘generated a profound, and in many ways sudden, moral and cultural revolution, a dramatic transformation of the conventions of social and personal behaviour’.24 As Marwick, the dean of sixties historians, puts it, the decade witnessed the birth of ‘a unique civilization’. ‘There has been nothing quite like it,’ he wrote in his concluding words; ‘nothing would ever be the same again.’25


This book presents a rather different version of British history in the sixties. As probably the first historian to write about the period whose earliest memories only just encompass the years before Thatcherism, I have very little interest either in celebrating an exaggerated golden age of hedonism and liberation, or in condemning an equally exaggerated era of moral degradation and national decline. What this book argues is that the British experience in the 1960s was much more complicated, diverse and contradictory than it has often been given credit for.


The example of the Chatterley trial, or perhaps what might better be called the myth of the Chatterley trial, is a case in point. Mervyn Griffith Jones’ misjudged remark about ‘wives and servants’ and John Robinson’s endorsement of Lawrence’s ‘Christian’ book are very well known. What is less well known is that nine of the twelve jurors had already decided to acquit Penguin Books before the trial had even begun.26 And far from the prosecution having the wholehearted support of a stuffy and monolithic Establishment, almost every newspaper in the country thought that the trial was a waste of time. The Guardian commented that ‘there should be no great difficulty’ in proving that Penguin Books were innocent, while even the Daily Telegraph, probably the most conservative paper of all, thought that ‘the police would be better employed’ in hunting down ‘absolutely filthy’ pornography than in attacking a novel that was clearly not in that class.27 In fact, as Paul Ferris has argued, the Crown had little choice but to bring the case to court, because they needed to test the vague concept of ‘literary merit’ described in the new Obscene Publications Act of the previous year. As Griffith Jones himself told the Director of Public Prosecutions, prosecution was effectively inevitable: if no action was taken, it would ‘make proceedings against any other novel very difficult’ and effectively destroy the new legislation within months of its passage.28


To confuse matters further, there is plenty of evidence that millions of ordinary people were shocked rather than invigorated by the verdict. In Edinburgh, one woman bought a copy only to set it on fire on the pavement outside the bookshop. In South Wales, female library assistants were given permission to refuse to handle the book. The Home Office kept a file of examples of horrified letters from the public. ‘England needs your help,’ one man implored Harold Macmillan, the Prime Minister, begging him to step in to ban the book. A ‘family man and grammar schoolmaster’ reported that his Essex pupils found it ‘impossible to buy “proper comics” in local shops, their place being taken by sex-filled trash’. And one anguished woman from Surrey wrote to the wife of the Home Secretary, R. A. Butler, explaining that she had a thirteen-year-old daughter at boarding school and was afraid that ‘day girls there may introduce this filthy book at only three and sixpence … If a mistress protests, girls can reply that a clergyman has said “Every Christian should read it.”’29


But, all in all, the truth was that the controversy was little more than a storm in a teacup. Although the book sold hundreds of thousands of copies, as might have been expected given its sensational content, it was never discovered how many readers had actually waded all the way through Lawrence’s heavy, self-conscious prose. In the novelist’s birthplace of Eastwood in Nottinghamshire, there was very little interest in the book at all; readers were reportedly much more interested in Alan Sillitoe’s New Wave bestseller Saturday Night and Sunday Morning.30 In November 1969, when the magazine New Society conducted a poll asking more than a thousand people of all ages and social backgrounds for their attitudes to the changes of the sixties, less than 1 per cent identified the Chatterley trial as the most important event of the decade, compared with the 39 per cent who selected man’s conquest of space, the 14 per cent who chose the death of Winston Churchill, or even the 2 per cent who chose the marriage of Princess Margaret.31


The implication of all this is that the Chatterley trial’s supposed ‘conflict of generation and class’ was rather more convoluted, and lends itself rather less well to a simplistic tale of liberation and repression, than is generally imagined. Indeed, for the man or woman in the street the Chatterley trial was simply not very important. One of the purposes of this book, therefore, is to argue for a messier and perhaps more complicated account of the sixties than already exists. Of course there were plenty of changes, as there are in most periods of modern history, but they were often painful, sluggish and controversial. Many of the most notable developments in British life, from the expansion of the suburbs to the changing role of women, built on the legacy of previous decades. There had been controversies about birth control, discussions of teenage affluence and arguments about American popular music in the 1920s and 1930s, and although these trends gathered pace after the interruption of the Second World War, they did not necessarily represent anything shockingly new. Even the so-called revolution in sexual attitudes of the later sixties reflected social and cultural trends that had been long under way. In other words, this book argues that, far from being a period of ‘unprecedented intensity’, as one account has it, or of staggering and unexpected change, the sixties revealed a fundamental continuity with older periods of British history.32


A second and related argument is that ordinary people often reacted to these developments in a much more contradictory, confused and apprehensive way than historians usually allow. The Victorian statesman Benjamin Disraeli once remarked that Britain was ‘a very difficult country to move … a very difficult country indeed and one in which there is more disappointment to be looked for than success’.33 This was no less true in the 1960s than it had been in previous decades. Even at the end of the decade, the battered pubs in the dilapidated Nottingham district of St Ann’s still proudly displayed the Queen’s portrait behind the bar.34 British literature still largely clung to its traditional emphasis on the pragmatic and the idiosyncratic; music-hall traditions endured in songs and television shows; men devoted their weekends to gardening, bowling and fishing; and families decamped on holiday to Scarborough and Skegness. Indeed, there was no shortage of commentators struck not by the radical transformation of British life, but by its conservatism and conformity. ‘Shouldn’t one talk of the Cautious Sixties, rather than the Swinging Sixties?’ asked New Society magazine in November 1969.35 Even John Lennon, who fancied himself as the iconic rebel of the age, agreed. Jonathon Green borrowed Lennon’s phrase ‘we all dressed up’ for his book on the sixties and the counter-culture, but Lennon was actually using it to describe the absence of a cultural revolution:






The people who are in control and in power and the class system and the whole bullshit bourgeois scene is exactly the same except that there is a lot of middle-class kids with long hair walking around London in trendy clothes and Kenneth Tynan’s making a fortune out of the word ‘fuck’. But apart from that, nothing happened except that we all dressed up. The same bastards are in control, the same people are runnin’ everything, it’s exactly the same. They hyped the kids and the generation.


We’ve grown up a little, all of us, and there has been a change and we are a bit freer and all that, but it’s the same game, nothing’s really changed … Nothing happening except that we grew up; we did our thing just like they were telling us. Most of the so-called ‘Now Generation’ are getting jobs and all of that. We’re a minority, you know, people like us always were.36








This leads us to the third theme of this book. Almost all of those commentators who have written about the 1960s have memories either of the period itself or of the years that immediately followed it, and it is hard to resist the suspicion that they have found it difficult to separate their own private memories from their interpretation of the subject. Most books on the decade not only concentrate on change rather than continuity, but also pay extremely close attention to the affairs of a minority of well-educated, relatively affluent young people, precisely those people most likely to become writers, publishers, historians and so on. Indeed, Jonathon Green even goes so far as to dismiss with lofty contempt the tastes of ‘the masses’, which he says ‘remained predictable and grimly banal’.37 This may make for diverting, if slightly irritating, bar-room banter, but it hardly suggests a serious attempt to capture the wider experiences of the British population as a whole. For, as historians have found when writing about previous periods of British history, there was no such thing as a single national experience; and the phenomena that we often take as shorthand for the sixties were not universally popular. People rarely remember that the soundtracks of The Sound of Music and South Pacific comfortably outsold any of the Beatles albums of the decade; or that more people attended church than went to football matches; or that, far from turning against a supposedly repressive Establishment, most people were content to vote for socially conservative, Oxford-educated politicians like Harold Macmillan, Harold Wilson and Edward Heath. And so, to borrow the famous phrase of the historian E. P. Thompson, this book sets out to rescue ‘from the enormous condescension of posterity’ – as well as the enormous condescension of innumerable historians – the lives of the kind of people who spent the 1960s in Aberdeen or Welshpool or Wolverhampton, the kind of people for whom mention of the sixties might conjure up memories not of Lady Chatterley, the Pill and the Rolling Stones, but of bingo, Blackpool and Berni Inns.


Having set out the three major themes of this book, it makes sense to say a few words about its scope. Precisely when the sixties began and ended remains a matter of some debate. Robert Hewison, for example, defines the period as lasting from 1960 to 1975; David Mellor and Laurent Gervereau choose to begin in 1962 and end in 1973; and Eric Hobsbawm has a broader ‘golden age’ of affluence running from the late 1940s to the middle of the 1970s.38 Perhaps most influentially, Arthur Marwick proposes a ‘long sixties’ from 1958 to 1974, which he divides into three periods: ‘First Stirrings’ from 1958 to 1963; the ‘High Sixties’ of 1964–9; and ‘Catching Up’ from 1969 to 1974.39


This chronology at first seems very persuasive, but it suffers from one important flaw. When Marwick refers to ‘the sixties’, he is talking about the phenomenon of a broad, international cultural revolution rather than the specifically British experience that is the subject of this book. From a British point of view, it would be odd to start in 1958 and not in 1956 – the year of the Suez crisis, the film Rock Around the Clock, the play Look Back in Anger, and so on. It was in the mid-fifties, after all, that rationing and austerity came to an end, consumer activity began rapidly escalating, the first commercial television channel was established, and the retreat from empire began in earnest. So the Suez crisis of 1956 seems to mark a reasonable starting point, although, to emphasise the central theme of continuity, there are occasional diversions into the early fifties or even further back. And as for the end of the sixties in Britain, 1974 seems much too late. The flavour of the early 1970s – inflation, strikes, the IRA bombings, football hooliganism, progressive rock and the ecology movement – seems very different from that of Swinging London and the bright, self-confident sixties. An alternative might be 1973, which historians often take to mark the end of the affluent sixties because it brought the shattering blow of the OPEC oil shock, but in Britain any sense of economic optimism was already long gone.


The most sensible solution, it seems to me, is to banish the early 1970s altogether and to end the story in the summer of 1970. By this point, the scientific optimism of the mid-sixties had evaporated, the fashion for ‘flower power’ was coming to an end, and the economy was already in something of a mess. A further attraction of 1970 is that it was the year of the Beatles’ separation, the defeat of England, the football world champions, in Mexico, and the electoral defeat of Harold Wilson’s Labour government, three events that for different groups around the country seemed to represent the end of a particular era.


Most readers will already have noticed that the period described is much longer than that promised by the subtitle of this book. In fact I originally set out to write one very long book charting the years from 1956 to 1970, and then discovered that it would take much longer than I had imagined to do justice to the complexities of the period. Never Had It So Good is therefore the first of two volumes, and examines the period between 1956 and the end of 1963: roughly, the years of Harold Macmillan and the affluent society. My justification for breaking the narrative at the end of 1963 is partly a question of national politics – the transition from Macmillan to Wilson, via Home – and partly a question of popular culture, with this point marking an approximate crossover between the world of skiffle, duffel coats and expresso bars on the one hand, and the world of the Rolling Stones, miniskirts and discotheques on the other. The latter world will be covered in the second volume, White Heat, which describes the rise and fall of Harold Wilson’s optimistic ‘New Britain’ between 1964 and 1970.


As for the content of the book, I have not shied away from discussing familiar subjects like the Angry Young Men, the Profumo scandal and the rise of the Beatles. These were important phenomena that greatly intrigued many contemporary onlookers and also tell us much about British society in the middle of the last century. But I have also tried to pay attention to the less celebrated and glamorous corners of national life, from high-street shopping and children’s toys to Little Chefs and the Gloucester music scene. At the same time, I have endeavoured to strike a balance between political and cultural narratives. Many writers, especially those who celebrate the alleged cultural revolution of the sixties, agree with Marwick that ‘it is a mistake to concentrate on politics and changes of governments’.40 I do not share this opinion. For one thing, the lives and livelihoods of millions of ordinary people often depended on the decisions taken by politicians. What was more, politics clearly mattered to people living in the sixties. Electoral turnout was very high, the two major parties were usually divided by the narrowest of margins, and the media devoted great attention to the activities of politicians and governments. Some features of the period, like CND and the satire boom, are barely comprehensible without some sense of the political context. So throughout the book there runs a clear political narrative, showing how politics and government both reflected and influenced broader developments in British society and culture.


As a legacy of my original plan to write a single enormous work covering the years between 1956 and 1970, I have held over discussion of some topics until the sequel to this book. In working out the structure of the two books, I have tried to address issues at the most appropriate point in the general narrative. So in Never Had It So Good there is quite a lot about consumerism, literature and the Cold War, but not very much about, say, fashion and design, architecture or sex, subjects that are addressed at greater length in White Heat. No doubt plenty of readers will wonder, on reading this book, why some vital topic close to their heart has been criminally ignored, and the only consolation I can offer is that it might feature in the sequel; although, of course, the truth is that it equally well might not.


Finally, a word on the title. Harold Macmillan’s most famous phrase is often misquoted as ‘You’ve never had it so good’; what he actually said was: ‘Let’s be frank about it, most of our people have never had it so good.’ Macmillan was the dominant public figure of the era, and his words are often cited to evoke the optimism of the late fifties, the sense that Britain was enjoying a period of unprecedented affluence and progress. But, as Macmillan himself implicitly admitted, not all of his fellow citizens enjoyed the same prosperity. Some, like the Prime Minister himself, worried that it was too good to last, while others were troubled by the social changes that followed in its wake. What contemporaries called the affluent society was not universally popular, and confident dreams of a prosperous future were intermingled with gloomy fears of national decline. And in many ways, it is the tension between them that provides the story of this book.
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SUEZ






A squalid episode ends in a pitiable climb-down … Our moral authority in the world has been destroyed.


Daily Herald, 7 November 1956


The bastards! The rotten bastards! They’ve killed him! They’ve killed Mick! Those bloody wogs – they’ve murdered him! Oh, the rotten bastards!


John Osborne, The Entertainer (1957)








At five o’clock on a mild November morning, John Morrison looked out over the still and darkened waters. He had been in the air for an hour now. As light slowly broke across the southern Mediterranean, he grimly began to make the last preparations for the jump. ‘As we stood up and hooked up’, he recalled, ‘I looked out of one of the windows and saw a Naval fighter diving across the bay with its guns going. Then the usual: RED on. Stand in the Door. GREEN on. GO! GO! GO! GO! … And out I went.’ The crowded plane climbed away above him, and Morrison tumbled a thousand feet through a cloudless blue African dawn. A ‘large piece of flak or something’ ripped through his parachute canopy and ‘tore a great big hole in it’. He struggled to get his weapons free as the earth came up at him, and then his body smashed into the ground ‘with a hell of a bang’.1


This was the raffish town of Port Said, Egypt, on the morning of 5 November 1956, and Morrison was a corporal in the 3rd British Parachute Regiment. Around him his fellow paratroopers were already falling into formation, moving towards their objective: a walled cemetery to the east, where the Egyptian defenders had opened up with a vicious hail of machine-gun fire. It was grim and unrelenting stuff, a confused hell of heat and mosquitoes and blood and bullets. The fighting lasted for hours; by early afternoon, however, the exhausted Morrison and his comrades controlled the field.


That night, the paratroopers held their position in the cemetery overlooking the sparkling Mediterranean Sea. Nine miles to the north, just off the Egyptian coast, the British and French expeditionary fleet lay at anchor. As dawn broke on 6 November, the heavy crash of their guns broke into the silence of the port. ‘We could see Port Said immediately in front of us,’ one airman recalled, ‘a great pall of black smoke rising into the sky above it.’ By six o’clock the air was thick with the noise of helicopters lifting off from the decks, banking towards the Egyptian port, over the water and towards the central square where an enormous statue of Ferdinand de Lesseps, the architect of the Suez Canal, stood proudly amid the clamour of battle. As on the previous day, the struggle was intense but one-sided. By mid-afternoon, the British commandos had control of the major arteries and buildings of Port Said and were beginning to relax, yielding to the flush of exhilaration that follows close combat. The first phase of an immensely complicated and controversial operation had ended.2


When Egypt became the first Arab country to assert its independence from the decaying Ottoman Empire at the beginning of the nineteenth century, its potential wealth and superb strategic location made it the natural object of envious glances from the burgeoning imperial powers of Western Europe. British statesmen in particular had long been transfixed by the urge to stop any European rival from gaining control of the country and the eastern Mediterranean. They were initially suspicious of a scheme by the French engineer Ferdinand de Lesseps to build a canal through the Suez isthmus from Port Said to the Red Sea, even though it had obvious potential to improve trade and communications with their supreme imperial prize, India. But, shortly after the opening of the great waterway in 1869, the British Prime Minister Benjamin Disraeli began buying up shares in the Suez Canal Company, and before long British civil servants were poring through the Egyptian ruler’s accounts, planning a new national infrastructure and sipping tea in the lavish rooms of Shepheard’s Hotel in Cairo. In 1882, after nationalist riots in Alexandria, British troops were finally sent in to garrison the country and protect the Canal. For the next seventy years Egypt was a British possession, with thousands of British soldiers stationed in dusty garrison towns and hundreds of British officials working away in the grand offices of Cairo and Alexandria. The strategic priority of controlling the Canal coincided nicely with fashionable imperialist ideas about Britain’s mission to spread the ideals of civilisation and justice throughout the developing world. The average Egyptian, needless to say, was less than content with this arrangement. The future President Anwar Sadat once recalled the loathsome spectacle of the ‘typical British constable on his motorcycle tearing through the city streets day and night like a madman … I simply hated the sight of him.’3


Egypt remained a British possession in all but name until the end of the Second World War. Even in the early 1950s, contingency plans for a British nuclear exchange with the Soviet Union assumed that nuclear bombers would strike at southern Russia from Britain’s airfields in the Suez Canal Zone. Meanwhile, the Middle East was now providing 70 per cent of the oil that powered the economies and armies of the industrialised West, and half of this oil reached European ports by tanker through the Canal. ‘Suez remains of vast importance as the back door to Egypt and will no doubt be of great importance in the next war,’ noted a Foreign Office paper in 1951, while Egypt was ‘the essential central point from which to defend the Middle East and all that the Middle East entails’.4 Along a narrow 120 mile strip from Port Said to Suez there stretched a long wilderness of airfields, barracks and warehouses inhabited by nearly forty thousand bored British soldiers.5 They looked on their Egyptian neighbours with an unfriendly blend of racism, indifference and contempt. ‘Nobody ever called the local people Egyptians,’ explained one National Service conscript; ‘it was always “the wogs”.’6 One Royal Engineer found on his desk a report of a traffic accident outside Cairo between a British army vehicle and a Rolls-Royce. ‘Two Wogs were inside,’ it read, ‘and their names were King Farouk and Ali Ismael.’ The officer recalled that he ‘summoned the driver and took him to task, telling him he should not call King Farouk a wog, and he must rewrite the report. Back it came: “I asked them their names … they were King Farouk and another Wog called Ali Ismael.”’7


From the Egyptian point of view, the continued presence of the British troops, with their alien ways and smug superiority, was becoming increasingly intolerable. In October 1951 the Egyptian Prime Minister Mustafa al-Nahhas announced the unilateral abrogation of the 1936 Anglo-Egyptian Treaty, proclaimed a state of emergency and demanded that British forces immediately evacuate the Canal Zone. But in Downing Street there was no intention of giving in to nationalist pressure; the Canal Zone bases were regarded as far too important. ‘Tell them if we have any more of their cheek we will set the Jews on them,’ Winston Churchill raged to his Foreign Secretary Anthony Eden, ‘and drive them into the gutter from which they should never have emerged.’8 What followed was a long, bitter and bloody stalemate, with running clashes between Egyptian irregulars and nervous British servicemen around the depots and camps of the Canal Zone.9 On 25 January 1952 a gun battle between British troops and Egyptian policemen at Ismailiya ended with fifty killed and a hundred more wounded. The following day Cairo exploded in riots, leaving thirty more dead and hundreds of shops burned and smashed. The symbols of British political and cultural occupation, from Shepheard’s Hotel and Barclays Bank to car showrooms and cinemas, were despoiled in a frenzy of nationalist frustration. For the Egyptian government itself, this was little consolation. King Farouk sacked his ministers immediately after the conflagration and then, in July, was himself overthrown by nationalist officers and replaced by Mohammed Neguib, the most respected general in the Egyptian army. Two years later Neguib was deposed in his turn and a new leader emerged: Gamel Abdel Nasser.10


The son of a postal clerk from Alexandria, Nasser was an unusually dashing, self-confident and compelling figure. In 1936, at just eighteen, he had joined the army, and there he fell in with a group of ambitious young officers including his future successor Anwar Sadat. By the late 1940s he was the leading figure in the Free Officers Movement, which met regularly to talk over coffee and cigarettes about socialism, Islam and rebuilding Egypt as a force to be respected in the world. The Free Officers had played a vital role in the coup that kicked out King Farouk in 1952, and when Nasser himself took over two years later he was determined to make himself the dynamic expression of Egyptian pride and anti-imperial resentment.11 For millions of people across the Arab world, Nasser was the very personification of Arab self-assertion against the great powers of the West. ‘He had made us feel by all available means’, wrote one Egyptian writer, ‘that there existed in Egypt and the whole Arab world only one intelligence, one power, one personality.’12


Nasser’s appeal to his countrymen owed something to his innate charm and much to his state-funded welfare and education programmes. But it also owed a great deal to his determination to tweak the tail of the British lion. The Free Officers’ regime made it an explicit priority to dislodge the British from the Canal Zone, and negotiations began almost immediately after the coup.13 Once he had toppled General Neguib and cemented his domestic position, Nasser grew more bullish. He used the army to crush dissidents at home, including the radical Muslim Brotherhood and the Communists, and insisted that Britain evacuate all personnel from the Canal bases. In October 1954 a deal was finally struck. British forces would be pulled out within twenty months, but would retain the option to return if an outside power attacked Turkey or a member of the Arab League. Nasser himself declared that Egypt and Britain could look forward to working together ‘on a solid basis of mutual trust and confidence’.14 But he evidently had little faith in the British word; and the events of the next two years were to destroy any confidence in London that Nasser was a reliable ally.


In February 1955 Nasser received a visit from the British Foreign Secretary and Churchill’s heir apparent, Sir Anthony Eden. The purpose of Eden’s visit was to explain to Nasser the significance of the Baghdad Pact, an anti-Communist alliance that he hoped would become ‘a NATO for the Middle East’.15 As far as Nasser was concerned, however, the Baghdad Pact was just another attempt by Britain to control the affairs of the Arab world, and he complained that it was designed to promote the interests of Iraq above those of Egypt. The two men met in the opulent surroundings of the British Embassy in Cairo, and although the encounter was far more cordial than some reports would have us believe, it was not an unqualified success. Eden greeted Nasser in Arabic and chatted with him relatively amiably about the recent developments in Anglo-Egyptian relations; at one point the two men even exchanged some of their favourite proverbs from the Koran. Eden’s young wife Clarissa observed that Nasser gave a ‘great impression of health and strength – terrifically broad and booming’. She thought that the meeting had been ‘a good talk’, despite the fact that Nasser was ‘very bitter’ about the Baghdad Pact.16 Nasser, meanwhile, was impressed with Eden, but his admiration was tinged with resentment. ‘What elegance!’ he remarked to his confidant Mohammed Heikal. ‘It was made to look as if we were beggars and they were princes!’17


Shortly after Eden’s return to London, Britain signed the Baghdad Pact. Pakistan and Turkey joined later in the year, but Egypt declined and was left sitting on the sidelines. When Nasser heard the news, he was furious. Egyptian state radio denounced the alliance as a ‘betrayal of Arabism’, and warned that ‘imperialism and its stooges’ were undermining the Arab cause.18 Relations with the British deteriorated still further when Eden refused to sell Nasser a consignment of armaments to build up the Egyptian army on the contentious northern border with Israel. Nasser therefore turned east and in September 1955 announced that he had arranged to buy hundreds of planes and tanks, not to mention guns, rocket launchers and other supplies, from Czechoslovakia. To British eyes, this was the final straw. Nasser’s refusal to join the Baghdad Pact, the frequent denunciations of European imperialism on Radio Cairo and the Czech arms deal all added up to overwhelming proof that he had become little more than a tool of the Communist bloc. ‘I suspect that his relations with the Soviet Union are a good deal closer than he admits to us,’ Eden wrote to the American President Eisenhower in March 1956. ‘We should accept, I think, that a policy of appeasement will bring us nothing in Egypt.’19 And so on 19 and 20 July 1956 the American and British governments announced that they would be withdrawing their offer of over $200 million in funds for Nasser’s pet project to build a High Dam at Aswan.20


Quite clearly this rebuff was meant as a personal insult to Nasser himself. But as a tactical move designed to preserve the standing of the Western powers in the Middle East, it was a total disaster. On 26 July, the anniversary of King Farouk’s ejection from his throne, Nasser appeared before an enormous crowd in Alexandria and made a three-hour speech of thrilling, brazen defiance, broadcast live on Egyptian radio. Never again, he declared, would Egypt be considered part of the British sphere of influence. He harangued the British government for destroying the Aswan Dam deal, and then, unexpectedly, he embarked on a little lecture on the history of the Suez Canal. ‘I went back in my memory to what I used to read about the year 1854,’ he said. ‘In this year Ferdinand de Lesseps arrived in Egypt.’21 A hundred miles away, as soon as the words ‘de Lesseps’ had left Nasser’s lips, the Egyptian army sprang into action, and armed personnel began moving into the offices and installations of the Canal Zone. Nasser repeated the words ‘de Lesseps’ fourteen more times, just in case his officers had missed the signal, but even before he had reached the end of his speech the operation was over. He was jubilant. ‘In the past,’ he told the cheering crowd, ‘we were kept waiting in the offices of the British High Commissioner and the British Ambassador, but now they take us into account … Today we greet the fifth year of the revolution and in the same way as Farouk left us on 26 July 1952, the old Suez Canal Company also leaves us on the same day.’22


In London, it was night. Sir Anthony Eden, who had finally replaced Churchill a year earlier, was hosting a formal dinner in Downing Street for the visiting Prime Minister of Iraq. Shortly after ten o’clock, his duty secretary interrupted the dinner and handed to the British Prime Minister the message that Nasser had nationalised the Suez Canal. The great trial of Eden’s premiership was upon him.23


In July 1956, Sir Anthony Eden was the most experienced, the best-known and probably the most popular politician in Britain. He had grown up in the cosseted wealth of a country estate in County Durham, had been educated at Eton and Oxford, and had exhibited tremendous courage and leadership in the trenches of the Somme. In 1923, at only twenty-six, he had been elected as a Conservative MP, and at thirty-eight he was Foreign Secretary. It was the age of the dictators, of Mussolini’s brutal aggression in Abyssinia and the bloody heartbreak of the Spanish Civil War. In 1938, sick of the shabby farrago of appeasement, Eden resigned and the result was a sensation. Cheering crowds gathered outside his house, and he received over six thousand letters of congratulation, not least from the Archbishop of Canterbury.24 Eden’s resignation was the making of him: it won him enduring popular admiration and brought him into alliance with Churchill, the most indomitable of appeasement’s critics. ‘Eden has today paid a big cheque into the bank on which he can draw in future,’ remarked David Lloyd George.25 When war finally broke out, he returned to the Cabinet and eventually won back his old job at the Foreign Office. Throughout the struggle, he stood at Churchill’s side; he was closer to him than any other member of the government, and even married his attractive niece Clarissa. After the Labour landslide of 1945, George VI offered to make Eden a Knight of the Garter; like Churchill, he refused. He was now a political star, ‘after Churchill, the most famous face in Britain’.26


When the Conservatives regained power in 1951, Eden was made Foreign Secretary once again. Four long years as heir apparent followed, and then at last, on 6 April 1955, he made the short journey to Buckingham Palace to be invested with the supreme responsibility of high office. Later that day Eden was greeted in the Commons by genial tributes from both sides of the House on what his sympathetic biographer calls ‘a happy and civilized occasion that emphasized the genuine affection and regard felt for the new Prime Minister’.27 According to the Gallup organisation, his public approval rating stood at a commanding 73 per cent.28 ‘It is fortunate for Britain’, enthused the Yorkshire Post, ‘that there exists to succeed Sir Winston a leader who is a world statesman in his own right.’29 A French–English phrasebook published later that year suggested that the most appropriate translation for ‘Il est très distingué’ was ‘A regular Anthony Eden’.30 He was that rare beast: a genuinely glamorous and cultivated politician, who read Arabic and Persian literature in the original and presented an image of effortless suavity bolstered by an unrivalled knowledge of international affairs and diplomatic history. At a point in British history when the country was feeling relatively self-satisfied, his moderate appeal to good manners and good sense was assured of a warm reception. Weeks after becoming Prime Minister, Eden fought and won an immediate general election, increasing the Conservative majority and enhancing his own reputation. When he greeted the cheering crowds on 26 May as the newly re-elected head of government, his high place in British political history seemed certain.31


Few people, therefore, realised that Eden’s easy charm and unruffled competence was little more than a façade. The truth was that Eden, in the words of his authorised biographer, was ‘an exceptionally tense, lonely and shy man’.32 His Cabinet colleague R. A. Butler once remarked, shrewdly but unkindly, that he was ‘part mad baronet, part beautiful woman’.33 As a boy, Eden had always been highly strung and unhappy, and as a young man he had been lucky to emerge alive from the nightmarish bloodbath of Flanders, where two of his brothers had been killed. He had made an unhappy first marriage before finding happiness with Clarissa Churchill, and his beloved son Simon died in an air crash in Burma in 1945.34 In the House of Commons Eden had few close friends: he was not naturally gregarious and shunned the masculine atmosphere of the gentleman’s club. Like many shy and unhappy men, he sought solace in work. Although he loved art, literature and the countryside, he was obsessed by his job, pushing himself to the limits of physical and mental exhaustion. An unceasing string of ailments, from appendicitis and migraines to gallstones and jaundice, weighed heavily on an already sensitive and reserved man. In April 1953 disaster struck. Eden entered the London Clinic for a simple operation on his gall bladder, to be conducted by an experienced and respected surgeon. The surgeon’s knife slipped; Eden’s biliary duct was accidentally cut, and he lost large quantities of blood. A second operation to save his life was carried out: again Eden lost great amounts of blood, and on this occasion he came close to death. A third operation, which lasted for eight hours, repaired some of the damage, but Eden’s health never entirely recovered.35 He was, said his close friend and parliamentary private secretary Robert Carr, ‘never the same man’ again.36


Eden’s fortunes as Prime Minister were not helped by the fact that his predecessor had lingered so long in Downing Street. By the time he finally succeeded to the top job, Eden was past his peak of vigour and imagination, and problems were mounting at home. He inherited a stuttering economy, with earnings and prices booming and Britain’s balance of payments deficit yawning to over £450 million.37 Churchill himself doubted Eden’s capacity to govern; the night before his own resignation, he remarked: ‘I don’t believe Anthony can do it.’38 His chief lieutenants, Rab Butler and Harold Macmillan, the Chancellor and Foreign Secretary respectively, were not close to him and had prime ministerial ambitions of their own. Butler’s handling of the economy was less than competent; after cutting income tax in a pre-election budget spree, he was forced to reverse his generosity in the autumn and hitch taxes back up in order to fight off pressure on the pound.39


Less than a year after Eden had become Prime Minister there were whispers of discontent in the tea rooms of the Commons. A misjudged Cabinet reshuffle, which replaced Butler at the Treasury with the feline Macmillan, did not help matters.40 Eden was perceived as weak, vacillating and insufficiently devoted to the economic concerns of the middle classes. To his critics on the back benches and in the Conservative press, the heroic statesman famous for opposing appeasement in the 1930s had become a feeble Prime Minister who appeased socialism at home and Arab nationalism abroad. There were whispers that an ‘Eden-must-go’ movement was gathering strength, and in January 1956 a notorious Daily Telegraph article, entitled ‘The Firm Smack of Government’, sneered that Eden was capable only of ‘smoothing and fixing’. Eden’s characteristic speaking gesture, the writer noted, was to clench his right fist, punch it into his left palm for emphasis – only to stop at the last minute: ‘the smack is seldom heard’.41


By the late spring of 1956, a series of by-election defeats had weakened the Conservatives’ confidence in Eden’s political acumen, and his future in Downing Street was looking increasingly shaky.42 The Egyptian imbroglio, therefore, gave Eden a sense of enormous frustration, and he began to see Nasser not as the leader of a rival state but as a private adversary with whom he was locked in mortal combat. He prided himself on his handling of foreign affairs, but Nasser’s vituperative anti-imperialist broadcasts were undermining the British position elsewhere in the Arab world, not least in Iraq and Jordan. In March 1956, the young King Hussein abruptly dismissed the British commander of the Arab Legion in Jordan, General Sir John Glubb, in a dramatic statement of anti-British intent and a serious blow to British prestige in the Middle East. Shortly after Glubb’s dismissal, Eden received a memorandum from his friend Anthony Nutting, then Minister of State at the Foreign Office, urging him to exercise restraint and conciliation towards the Arab world. To Nutting’s astonishment, he was then hauled out of a diplomatic dinner at the Savoy to hear Eden’s thoughts on the telephone:






‘What’s all this poppycock you’ve sent me?’ he shouted. ‘I don’t agree with a single word of it.’


I replied that it was an attempt to look ahead and to rationalise our position in the Middle East, so as to avoid in the future the kind of blow to our prestige that we had just suffered over Glubb.


‘But what’s all this nonsense about isolating Nasser or “neutralising” him, as you call it? I want him destroyed, can’t you understand? I want him removed, and if you and the Foreign Office don’t agree, then you’d better come to the Cabinet and explain why.’


I tried to calm him down by saying that, before deciding to destroy Nasser, it might be wise to look for some alternative, hostile or friendly. And the only result of removing Nasser would be anarchy in Egypt.


‘But I don’t want an alternative,’ Eden shouted at me. ‘And I don’t give a damn if there’s anarchy and chaos in Egypt.’


With that he hung up, leaving me to return to my dinner.43








Eden felt himself cursed. ‘From now on, Eden completely lost his touch,’ wrote Nutting. ‘Gone was his old uncanny sense of timing, his deft feel for negotiation. Driven by the impulses of pride and prestige and nagged by mounting sickness, he began to behave like an enraged elephant charging senselessly at invisible and imaginary enemies in the international jungle.’44


When, on the night of 26 July, Eden heard that Nasser had nationalised the Canal, he recognised that this was the moment of decision. If he could act with swift and unwavering resolution, with the country behind him, then he could destroy Nasser once and for all, reverse the decline of his own government, and cast off the overbearing shadow of Churchill. As soon as he had heard the news, Eden summoned the Chiefs of Staff to discuss the possibility of military action. Although it was clear that such action could not be taken for several weeks, the Cabinet the following day agreed that though they would be ‘on weak ground in basing our resistance on the narrow argument that Colonel Nasser had acted illegally’, it was imperative that ‘every effort must be made to restore effective international control over the Canal’. Co-operation with France and the United States was, of course, desirable, but not necessarily essential. The habits of empire died hard. Eden explained to his colleagues:






The fundamental question before the Cabinet … was whether they were prepared in the last resort to pursue their objective by the threat or even the use of force, and whether they were ready, in default of assistance from the United States and France, to take military action alone.


The Cabinet agreed that our essential interests in this area must, if necessary, be safeguarded by military action and that the necessary preparations to this end must be made. Failure to hold the Suez Canal would lead inevitably to the loss one by one of all our interests and assets in the Middle East and, even if we had to act alone, we could not stop short of using force to protect our position if all other means of protecting it proved unavailing.45








Eden’s intense conviction that the nationalisation of the Canal was an intolerable affront was shared by much of the British population. The news was greeted with widespread outrage; a tin-pot Egyptian colonel could hardly be allowed to seize control of a vital international waterway through which passed a quarter of all British imports. Indeed, if Eden had not reacted at all to Nasser’s actions, he would certainly have offended a large swathe of the electorate. The Times called Nasser’s enterprise ‘a clear affront and threat to Western interests’; it also refused the Egyptian leader the usual courtesy of the title ‘President’ or ‘Colonel’, referring to him merely as ‘Nasser’, while the Mirror called him ‘Grabber Nasser’.46 Although many Labour backbenchers were not convinced by the arguments for military action, their leader, Hugh Gaitskell, sounded even more belligerent than Eden. True, he suggested that the United Nations might be called in to resolve the dispute, but he also accused Nasser of plotting to destroy Israel and subvert the Arab world, and told MPs: ‘It is all very familiar. It is exactly the same that we encountered from Mussolini and Hitler in those years before the war.’47 Many other observers agreed. ‘Remember Mussolini?’ the Mirror asked its readers on 30 July. ‘Mussolini ended up hanging upside down by his feet in a square in Milan. Remember Adolf Hitler? He ended up burning in a petrol-soaked blanket outside his bunker in the heart of devastated Berlin.’48 ‘No more Adolf Hitlers,’ insisted the Daily Herald. ‘There is no room for appeasement.’49 Eden himself liked to repeat the parallel with Mussolini; indeed, he invested it with great personal significance. On 5 August he wrote to Eisenhower again and warned him that Nasser had ‘embarked on a course which is depressingly familiar’. It was essential, Eden explained, to remove him and install ‘a regime less hostile to the West’. He went on: ‘I have never thought Nasser a Hitler, he has no warlike people behind him. But the parallel with Mussolini is close. Neither of us can forget the lives and treasures he cost us before he was finally dealt with.’50


Eisenhower, however, did not agree. The President was facing re-election in November, and like his Secretary of State, John Foster Dulles, he was extremely wary of being dragged into a conflict in the Middle East. Both warned Eden that the long-term consequences of an operation by Britain and France would be disastrous, and that American public opinion was firmly opposed to any such action.51 There followed an elaborate and ultimately futile exercise in negotiation: even while the British military planners were refining the details of their proposed operations, two London conferences were organised to resolve the dispute and a shortlived Suez Canal Users’ Association was formed, with negligible results.52 Indeed, to most uninformed observers, August and September marked a strange hiatus in the inexorable build-up of tension. But the fact was that it would take over six weeks to assemble a task force to strike at Egypt, and Eden had not been put off by the Americans from his original plan of taking military action. On 2 August he called up selected military reserves. Five days later, the Chancellor of the Exchequer, Harold Macmillan, suggested that British war aims should be extended ‘to bring about the fall of Nasser and create a government in Egypt which will work satisfactorily with ourselves and the other great powers’.53 By now British planners took it for granted that the round of conferences scheduled for the next few weeks would come to nothing, and the invasion was scheduled for early September.


On 8 August, Eden broadcast to the nation, a clear sign of the seriousness of his intentions. ‘Our quarrel is not with Egypt,’ he explained, ‘still less with the Arab world. It is with Colonel Nasser … The pattern is clear to many of us, my friends. We all know this is how fascist governments behave and we all remember only too well what the cost can be of giving in to fascism.’ The cost of inaction, he argued, would be insupportable. ‘If Colonel Nasser’s action was to succeed, each one of us would be at the mercy of one man for the supplies on which we live; we could never accept that. With dictators you always have to pay a higher price later on, for the appetite grows with feeding.’54


Perhaps if he had struck now, Eden might have won broad public support. Instead he waited, hamstrung by the complicated timetable of military preparations. The empty charade of the London conferences dragged on with no resolution. Again and again Eisenhower and Dulles repeated their warnings against the use of force. ‘It might cause a serious misunderstanding between our two countries because I must say frankly that there is as yet no public opinion in this country which is prepared to support such a move,’ Eisenhower wrote on 8 September.55 An opinion poll at the end of August found that only a third of the British public supported military action, dropping to 27 per cent if the Americans were not involved, with nearly a half firmly against it.56 The proportion in favour of a military attack in Egypt was likely to fall still further as the weeks went by, as public opinion turned to other issues, and as the outrage at Nasser’s nationalisation of the Canal faded from memory. At the beginning of September, however, the Chiefs of Staff told Eden that the plans had been changed. Their original scheme had been to land at Port Said; this had been altered to Alexandria; now they had decided to launch a massive air attack on Egypt, followed by a landing in Port Said after all. Eden reluctantly gave way, and as one of the planners remarked, ‘it was back to the drawing board’.57


A month had now elapsed since Nasser’s rhetorical triumph in Alexandria. The British task force lay at anchor off Malta and Cyprus. In Britain itself, khaki-painted trucks were still carrying stores and equipment to the southern ports. The press carried stories of men and machines moving south, forming a great Mediterranean armada that would regain the Canal from Nasser’s control. But nothing happened. No orders came. Eden’s domestic critics began to muster. The reservists, who had originally greeted the crisis with great enthusiasm, were muttering in frustration. One blimpish brigadier told an old soldiers’ reunion: ‘Politicians don’t know Orientals like we do. They don’t know that the only way to deal with them is to kick their backsides.’58 When the Conservative party conference opened in Llandudno, there was little doubt that the majority of Eden’s own activists were impatient for action. A mocking cartoon in Punch read: ‘The grand old Anthony Eden / He had ten thousand men / He marched them up to the top of the hill / And marched them down again.’59 Meanwhile, Eden’s delicate health was buckling under the strain. In late September and early October he recorded in his diary that he was sleeping little and suffering severe abdominal pains – a legacy of his disastrous operation three years before. His wife was unwell, and while visiting her in University College Hospital Eden himself ‘began to shake uncontrollably with a violent fever’. Drugs and stimulants kept him going, but there could be no doubt that he was desperately tired.60


At the beginning of October, a breakthrough came. From the outset Eden had planned the operation as a joint expedition with the French, who blamed Nasser for encouraging nationalism in Algeria. Talks on a peaceful settlement to the affair had now broken down in the United Nations and the French were sick of the rigmarole of negotiation and delay. They had begun secret discussions with Egypt’s bitter enemy, Israel. On 30 September French and Israeli representatives met in Paris and agreed that a concerted operation offered benefits for all sides. Israel would attack from the east, sweeping across the Sinai desert towards the Canal; French forces would land at airfields just west of the Canal and seize the Canal itself. The French would see Nasser defeated and ousted; the Israelis would keep Sinai and control of the Gulf of Aqaba and the Straits of Tiran. On 14 October a French delegation arrived at Chequers and outlined the plan to Eden. Israel would launch its invasion across the Sinai. Britain and France would wait for them to defeat the Egyptians, then insist that both sides withdraw from the Canal. A joint Anglo-French occupation force would then move into the Canal Zone in the interests of protecting it for international traffic.61 According to Anthony Nutting, who was a horrified observer at the meeting, Eden, ‘doing his best to conceal his excitement … replied non-committally that he would give these suggestions very careful thought’.62 In fact, the plan seemed perfect, and almost childishly simple. The focus now turned to Selwyn Lloyd, the Foreign Secretary, whom Eden sent in secret to France to discuss the plan with the Israelis. This, therefore, was the moment at which the conspiracy began.


Lloyd had been a curious and revealing choice for the Foreign Office: a loyal, clubbable deputy, but no visionary and certainly no great statesman. He was, as the historian Peter Clarke puts it, ‘a successful, provincial, professional man’, albeit one educated at Fettes and Cambridge.63 He had done well out of the Second World War, acquiring both a safe Tory seat and the faithful, meticulous instincts of a decent officer. Cheerful, tactless, unimaginative, he had been a surprise choice to join the government in 1951. When Churchill first summoned him to 10 Downing Street, Lloyd admitted that ‘he could not think why I had been sent for so soon’. Churchill asked him to go to the Foreign Office as Minister of State. Poor Lloyd was ‘flabbergasted’. As he himself later recalled, with perhaps a little exaggeration, he replied: ‘But Sir, there must be some mistake. I do not speak any foreign language. Except in war, I have never visited any foreign country. I do not like foreigners. I have never spoken in a Foreign Affairs debate in the House. I have never listened to one.’ Churchill growled in return: ‘Young man, these all seem to me to be positive advantages.’64 Above all, he was dependable; by moving Lloyd to the Foreign Office just before Christmas 1955, Eden was confident that he would effectively be able to run his own private foreign policy.65


On 22 October Lloyd announced that he had a heavy cold and cancelled his existing appointments. Away from the cameras, he was bundled into a car and driven to an RAF airfield, from where he flew to the French military base at Villacoublay. He was then put in another car and driven to a villa in the Parisian suburb of Sèvres. On the way the car narrowly escaped a highspeed collision with a larger vehicle storming out of a side road. The rest of the journey, however, passed off without incident and a still shaken Lloyd was ushered in to meet the French Prime Minister, Guy Mollet, and his Foreign Minister Claude Pineau. The latter explained that the Israelis had made up their minds to attack Egypt. Lloyd then went in to see the Israeli representatives, ‘a roomful of utterly exhausted people, mostly asleep’. ‘I ought to have had a false moustache,’ he announced to a stony silence. Their journey had been even worse than Lloyd’s, having lasted seventeen hours. In the circumstances, the meeting was a tense and uneasy occasion. Lloyd found it hard to conceal his personal distaste for the arrangement, while the Israeli Prime Minister David Ben-Gurion and Chief of Staff Moshe Dayan were tired, aggressive and in no mood to be patronised.66 Lloyd himself, according to his private secretary, was ‘thoughtful’: his problem was that since Eden was evidently in favour of the plan, he could hardly walk out of the meeting having rejected it.67


As subsequent accounts have made clear, the Sèvres meetings amounted to detailed planning of the Israeli invasion and its aftermath. The following day, Lloyd reported to the Cabinet that ‘secret conversations’ had been held with the Israelis in Paris.68 British diplomats were then sent back to Sèvres and over the next few days the three sides came to an agreement. On the evening of 24 October, a protocol was finally typed up and signed. According to the deal, Israel would invade Egypt in five days’ time, on the evening of 29 October, aiming to reach the Canal Zone by the following morning. Britain and France would then issue an appeal to both sides to stop fighting, to withdraw ten miles from the Canal, and to accept Anglo-French occupation of the Canal Zone in order ‘to guarantee freedom of passage through the Canal by vessels of all nations until a final settlement’. If Nasser refused, then Britain and France would attack.69 It seemed foolproof, if not wholly honourable. Even the British signatories themselves found it hard to muster much pride in their handiwork. ‘I think champagne was produced,’ one diplomat recalled, ‘but there was little sparkle in the atmosphere.’ As he left the villa to return to London, he observed that ‘the stars shone as brightly as I have ever seen them. It seemed wholly incongruous.’70


On 25 October, with just four days until the Israeli invasion, Eden put the plan to the Cabinet. He frankly admitted that Britain would be accused of ‘collusion with Israel’, but both he and Lloyd were strongly in favour. Indeed, the Prime Minister was evidently delighted that a solution had at last presented itself; as one colleague later recalled, he was ‘bright-eyed and full of life’, temporarily free of the weariness of the last few weeks.71 The Chancellor, Harold Macmillan, was also impressed by the scheme, and confidently assured his colleagues that the Americans would not cause trouble. What he did not choose to tell them, however, was that American co-operation was vital to the operation, because the British economy was in one of its periodic bouts of crisis. The problem was the balance of payments deficit, which was encouraging speculation against sterling and weakening international confidence in the pound as a major currency. In August the Treasury warned Macmillan that because of the balance of payments issues, British gold and dollar reserves were going to be ‘under considerable strain’ over the coming months.72 In September Macmillan’s chief economic adviser told him that it was a ‘vital necessity from the point of view of the currency and our economy of ensuring that we do not go it alone, and that we have the maximum US support’.73 The pound was creaking under the strain: in August £129 million was lost from sterling accounts, and, after a pause in September, another £85 million disappeared in October.74 But Macmillan chose to interpret the Treasury’s advice in a quite different light. He argued that confidence in sterling would be restored with ‘a quick and satisfactory settlement of this issue’.75 In the crucial meeting, as in other Cabinet meetings before the final decision, Macmillan remained a keen supporter of a military strike. He was confident, too, of American support, even though Eisenhower and Dulles had been kept entirely in the dark. ‘I know Ike,’ the Chancellor told his colleagues. ‘He will lie doggo!’76 The alliance of Eden, Lloyd and Macmillan was decisive. Three other members dissented vigorously, but they did not resign, and collective responsibility bound them all to the Sèvres plan. With that, the die was cast.77


At dusk on 29 October, as agreed, the Israeli attack began with a parachute landing in the Mitla Pass. Soon afterwards came the rolling thunder of the long columns of tanks and infantry, rumbling implacably into the sands of the Sinai. Although Egyptian military intelligence had suspected that something was afoot, Nasser simply could not bring himself to believe the rumours of conspiracy. As one historian puts it, ‘he had misplaced ideas of an Englishman’s sense of honour’.78 The Egyptian forces put up strong resistance, but were quickly cut off and surrounded; by the following morning, the Israelis were reported to be closing on the Canal Zone. The Cabinet met at ten that morning and agreed to issue the expected ultimatum. According to the minutes of the meeting, the Cabinet for the first time acknowledged the possible dangers of offending the United States, noting that ‘we should do our utmost to reduce the offence to American public opinion which was liable to be caused by our notes to Egypt and Israel. Our reserves of gold and dollars were still falling at a dangerously rapid rate.’79 But it was too late to worry about that now. In the afternoon the Egyptian and Israeli ambassadors were handed copies of the British and French ultimatum demanding that their armies retreat ten miles from the Canal. Eden also wrote to Eisenhower, who had been left dumbfounded by the sudden development of the operation. The British intervention, Eden explained, was ‘not part of a harking back to the old colonial and occupational concepts’, but instead would amount to ‘strengthening the weakest point in the line against Communism’.80 Eisenhower might appear a genial, bumbling old war hero, but in reality he was a shrewd and ruthless political operator. His anger at having been double-crossed by Eden, just one week before the presidential election, boded ill for the success of the plan.


Under the terms of the ultimatum, Egypt and Israel had twelve hours to pull their troops back from the Canal. Bewildered by the speed of events, but never quite losing his cool, Nasser rejected the Anglo-French demands. On the late afternoon of 31 October the first British attacks began, wave after wave of Canberra bombers sweeping down from Cyprus. Within a day control of the skies had been won, and 260 Egyptian aircraft had been destroyed for the loss of only three allied pilots, two British and one French. Unfortunately, the naval task force was still ploughing through the Mediterranean from Malta towards Port Said: although the Egyptian air defences had been smashed, there now followed a crucial delay before British troops could be landed to take control of the Canal. On 2 November the UN General Assembly met for the first time in emergency session and approved an American resolution calling for a ceasefire. Eden had entirely misjudged the international reaction to the British intervention: rather than approval, or even passivity, he faced a firestorm of protest. Only Australia, New Zealand and South Africa, the bastions of the old Commonwealth, backed Britain and France, and even their support was reluctant. In all other respects the Suez allies stood alone.81


British public opinion, meanwhile, was in tumult. Eden had partly been pushed into the Suez adventure by the belief that the Conservative press and electorate would never forgive him for ‘appeasing’ Nasser. The Times had run leaders with headlines like ‘A Hinge of History’ and ‘Resisting the Aggressor’, and one edition warned that the British people, ‘in their silent way, know better than the critics. They still want Britain great.’82 The Daily Sketch echoed this tone in September with its notorious headline: ‘LET THE CRYBABIES HOWL! It’s GREAT Britain Again’.83 ‘How good it is to hear the British Lion’s roar!’ wrote one reader in the Daily Telegraph.84 In fact, public opinion was intensely divided. An opinion poll taken on 1 and 2 November found that 40 per cent supported Eden’s general handling of the Middle Eastern situation, 46 per cent disagreed with it, and 14 per cent were unsure. As for military action against Egypt, 37 per cent supported it, 44 per cent opposed it, and 19 per cent had no opinion. But as the war intensified over the next few days, there was a heavy shift in favour of the government, and another poll found that on 10 and 11 November 53 per cent supported the war and 32 per cent opposed it. The majority of Conservative voters, of course, supported the government, along with a substantial minority of Labour and Liberal supporters.85


The Suez controversy did not follow conventional party lines; it splintered partisan allegiances, communities and even families. In John Osborne’s play The Entertainer, first performed in 1957, the seventy-year-old Billy Rice is bewildered by ‘all this business out in the Middle East’, complaining: ‘People seem to be able to do what they like to us.’ His granddaughter Jean, on other hand, is ‘steamed up about the way things were going’ and attends an antiwar rally in Trafalgar Square. ‘I should think you want your bloody head read,’ is Billy’s incredulous reaction.86 Inside Buckingham Palace, too, opinions were divided. The Queen told one friend that she was ‘having the most awful time’, since ‘my lady-in-waiting thinks one thing, one private secretary thinks another, another thinks something else’.87 Lord Mountbatten, the First Sea Lord, defied the traditions of the Royal Navy by sending a letter to Eden expressing profound disagreement with the operation.88 Many of Eden’s parliamentary colleagues were openly furious. On 1 November, the day after the bombing began, the Speaker had to suspend the House of Commons for thirty minutes after ‘the rage and passion’ of MPs boiled over. ‘I have never seen Members so angry,’ wrote Anthony Wedgwood Benn in his daily diary.89 Although Eden then spoke calmly and eloquently, it was barely possible to allay the outrage of many Labour members. His own party in the Commons was hardly united. Anthony Nutting and the Financial Secretary to the Treasury, Sir Edward Boyle, both resigned from the government, while six Conservative backbenchers also publicly opposed their own leader. Several more were thought to be ambivalent. The party in the country, on the other hand, was wholeheartedly behind Eden, who now seemed to have recaptured the firm smack of government. Downing Street was deluged with telegrams of support from the shires.90 The Conservative press and the vast majority of provincial newspapers were similarly enthusiastic, although The Times remained undecided and both The Economist and the Spectator opposed military action.91


The Labour Party, meanwhile, was terribly caught between working-class patriotism and middle-class conscience. The young David Owen, who was spending his summer before university working on a construction project in Plymouth, recalled that his fellow builders overwhelmingly backed Eden’s intervention on the principle that since ‘the Gippos had hit us, we should hit them’.92 Indeed, some Labour MPs, generally those from working-class backgrounds, hardly bothered to hide their sympathy for the government and support for the military operations. Others could not contain their revulsion that Eden had reverted to the tactics of nineteenth-century imperialism. Benn, for example, recorded his ‘shame and disgust’ at a debate at the Cambridge Union. Beside him sat a weeping Egyptian graduate student who was tormented by fears for his family; on the walls hung enormous posters reading ‘Support Eden, not Nasser’ and ‘We are now committed and must support our troops’; the audience was ‘a crowd of students laughing and screaming for war’.93 On 4 November Benn went to Hugh Gaitskell’s house to help him draft an address to the nation to be televised that evening.94 Gaitskell had abandoned his warlike rhetoric of the summer, and told the television audience that Eden had ‘violated the charter of the United Nations’. ‘We are doing all this alone except for France: opposed by the world, in defiance of the world,’ he insisted. ‘It is not a police action; there is no law behind it.’ Britain, he argued, must accept a ceasefire and allow the United Nations to settle the crisis, and Eden must resign.95


Although Gaitskell recognised that Suez was a tricky challenge for the Labour Party, he was enjoying the opportunity to savage the government. ‘What’s so wonderful, Dick,’ he told Richard Crossman, ‘is that we are morally in the right.’96 Unfortunately for Gaitskell, the broadcast did not quite have the effect he intended. Many wavering Conservatives rallied to Eden’s colours rather than throw in their lot with the heathen, and the broadcast inevitably suggested to international observers that the British governing class was fatally divided. Gaitskell himself came across as at best opportunistic and at worst unpatriotic, particularly after his ill-judged references to the dictators earlier in the year.97 Eden’s biographer Robert Rhodes James recalled that on his number 11 bus from Chelsea to Westminster the passengers, young and old, were fervent supporters of the government and ‘contemptuous of the unpatriotic Socialist “intellectuals” who opposed it’.98 One Air Corps colonel recalled listening to Gaitskell’s address on board a naval carrier steaming towards the coast of Egypt. ‘We were not impressed,’ he remembered. In the past, he thought, the country had rallied to its troops; but ‘now those troops were being vilified by one of the leaders of the country, in the defence of whose honour they were at that moment prepared to die’.99


The controversy at home only added to the enormous strain on Eden and his ministers, who now found themselves at the mercy of events. The Anglo-French fleet was still ploughing towards the Mediterranean; for the sake of appearances, it had waited for the British ultimatum before setting sail. Meanwhile, Egypt’s air force had been destroyed, the Israelis were in control of the Sinai, and the world was in uproar. On 3 November, almost unbelievably under the circumstances, Eden’s military chiefs suggested altering the invasion plans yet again and landing troops not at Port Said but at Haifa, a sign not only that the whole operation had been carelessly planned, but that nerves were cracking under the pressure. Eden insisted that the invasion go ahead as agreed, with all possible efforts to avoid civilian casualties and with military operations to be confined to the Canal Zone itself.100 That evening he addressed the nation. The swagger of the Conservative tabloids was markedly absent from his tone:






All my life I have been a man of peace, working for peace, striving for peace, negotiating for peace. I have been a League of Nations man and a United Nations man, and I am still the same man, with the same convictions, the same devotion to peace. I could not be other, even if I wished, but I am utterly convinced that the action we have taken is right …


We have stepped in because the United Nations could not do so in time. If the United Nations will take over the police action we shall welcome it. Indeed, we proposed that course to them.101








Eden almost certainly did not believe that the United Nations would be able to act quickly to establish a peacekeeping force; his promise was made for political appearances, but it was a rash one. The following day, Sunday 4 November, while Soviet troops were fighting their way into Budapest to crush a Hungarian national uprising, an American-backed resolution to set up exactly such a UN peacekeeping force was passed in New York, leaving Eden in an awkward position. For the moment, though, he was determined that the next phase of the operation must go ahead. But he was a weary and resigned figure, weakened both by his persistent ill health and by sheer shock at the intensity of opposition to his plans. That morning’s Observer had run an editorial unprecedented in its scorn for the ‘folly and crookedness’ of the government, and it was hard to disagree with its verdict that not since 1783 had Britain ‘made herself so universally disliked’.102 One Cabinet minister heard Eden pacing in the room above: ‘Up and down, up and down, talking incessantly, that worried me.’ Although he remained outwardly calm, Eden had seemed to age, ‘looking tired and drawn’. The Suez Canal, admitted his wife, ‘was flowing through the drawing room’.103


Late on the afternoon of the same Sunday, the Cabinet met to give their final approval. Selwyn Lloyd recalled that in the Cabinet Room they could hear the ‘howling’ and ‘booing’ of thirty thousand people at an anti-war demonstration in Trafalgar Square, which was being addressed by the Labour firebrand Aneurin Bevan.104 Curiously enough, Eden’s own wife Clarissa, an interested spectator at the rally, was recognised with friendly cheers, although she felt it wisest to return home.105 After a long debate, the issue came to a vote. Twelve ministers wanted to continue; three to postpone; and three to abandon the mission entirely. Eden, Lloyd and Macmillan, of course, were all for going ahead. But for the first time there was a breach within the Cabinet itself. After a delay, with Eden considering his position, news came that Israel had refused to accept the UN conditions for a ceasefire. ‘Everyone laughed & banged the table with relief – except Birch and Monckton [two dissenters] who looked glum,’ wrote Clarissa Eden.106 The Cabinet therefore agreed: the troops must go in.107 That evening, Eden sent another heartfelt message to Eisenhower. ‘I am sure that this is the moment to curb Nasser’s ambitions,’ he wrote. ‘If you cannot approve, I would like you at least to understand the terrible decisions we have had to make. I remember nothing like them since the days when we were comrades together in the war. History alone can judge whether we have made the right decision.’108


On the shores of the Mediterranean, the military operations, despite all the problems of planning and organisation, were going extremely well. The British and French paratroopers landed in the early morning of 5 November and secured the airfields around Port Said and Port Fuad. At dawn on the following day ground troops landed in force and by nightfall Egyptian resistance had been crushed. The British and French commandos had lost only thirty-two men, the Egyptians over two thousand.109 The way south, to complete control of the Canal, was now open. One British paratrooper, recalled from the reserves to the colours, remembered setting off with his platoon down the southern road late that night. They were in two tanks, swigging whisky to warm themselves against the frigid night air, buoyant that the mission was going so well. Then, suddenly, they were flagged down, twenty-three miles south of the coast. To their complete surprise and disappointment, their commander told them to halt. The Americans, he said, had ‘stopped the advance’.110


It was American economic pressure, not military defeat, that stopped the operation in its tracks. Throughout the autumn there had been a steady haemorrhage of Britain’s gold and dollar reserves as the position of sterling came under renewed pressure; in the first week of November alone, the Treasury lost almost $100 million from its currency reserves. With the Canal blocked and Britain’s access to Middle Eastern oil cut off by the Syrians, the situation was now desperate.111 On the morning of 6 November Macmillan telephoned Washington and asked for assistance: he was informed that only if the government agreed to a ceasefire before midnight would the Americans support a loan from the International Monetary Fund.112 Before the Cabinet met that morning to consider the excellent military reports from Egypt, Macmillan muttered to Lloyd that ‘in view of the financial and economic pressures we must stop’.113 In the meeting itself, Lloyd admitted that the British were coming under tremendous pressure in the United Nations, and that the relationship with the United States was now in danger of collapsing completely. Macmillan, meanwhile, told his colleagues about the Americans’ insistence on a ceasefire if the Treasury wanted its loan from the IMF. The alternative consequences, he implied, might be another devaluation of the pound and the end of sterling as a serious international currency. Other pressures came to bear. Some ministers were frightened that the Soviet Union might now intervene; others that the Conservative Party might be torn apart. Macmillan’s gloom was decisive; Eden himself had been deserted by all but a handful of his colleagues.114


Early that afternoon, Eden telephoned Eisenhower to concede defeat and agree to a ceasefire in Egypt. He then went to announce the decision in the House of Commons, where he was greeted by the predictable cacophony of cheers and jeers. All the tension of the last few weeks had peaked and broken, leaving him ‘aged and ill, defeated and broken’.115 One observer described his appearance:






The Prime Minister sprawled on the front bench, head back and mouth agape. His eyes, inflamed with sleeplessness, stared into the vacancies beyond the roof. His hands twitched at his horn-rimmed spectacles. The face was grey except where black-rimmed caverns surrounded the dying embers of his eyes. The whole personality seemed completely withdrawn.6








Nasser had won.


In the weeks after the ceasefire, the magnitude of Eden’s defeat became painfully clear. The Americans even vetoed British attempts to stay in Egypt as part of the UN peacekeeping forces; there would be no loan to prop up the pound unless all British forces were withdrawn unconditionally from Port Said. Macmillan, with all the zeal of the convert, became the champion of reconciliation with Washington and withdrawal from Egypt. In Harold Wilson’s trenchant phrase, the Chancellor was ‘first in, first out’.7 While the British commandos waited aimlessly in the dust of Port Said, Macmillan insisted that the position of sterling was paramount. On 20 November he warned his colleagues that the Treasury might have to choose between spending all its reserves to maintain the value of the pound and allowing it ‘to find its own level, with the result that sterling might cease to be an international currency’.118 A week later, he repeated the warning: it was ‘urgently necessary’ to rebuild relations with the United States, because the Treasury was about to announce the extent of the drain on British finances, and it was imperative to have secured by then a loan from Washington. ‘For this purpose,’ he explained, ‘the good will of the United States was necessary; and it was evident that this good will could not be obtained without an immediate and unconditional undertaking to withdraw the Anglo-French force from Port Said.’119 After a few days’ hesitation, the Cabinet gave way. Lloyd went to the Commons on 3 December and announced that, since the operation had been a complete success, the Anglo-French troops were being withdrawn. It was a feeble attempt to conceal the extent of Eden’s humiliation. Aneurin Bevan, with unsparing black wit, conveyed Labour sympathy for Lloyd’s ‘having to sound the bugle of advance to cover his retreat … I am bound to say, in conclusion, that having regard to the obvious embarrassment of the Government, I feel I would be a bully if I proceeded any further.’ The Labour benches were exultant, the Conservatives crushed.120


As for Eden, the pressure had taken its toll. Since his last illness in early October his health had been precarious: although it now appears that the stories about his dependence on Benzedrine were wildly exaggerated, he was a lonely and haggard figure.121 Whether he was seriously ill or simply exhausted was unclear, but on 19 November his doctors advised him to take a complete rest in a warmer climate. The solution was rather appropriate after the cloak-and-dagger machinations of the preceding months: he accepted an offer from Ian Fleming to retreat to his Jamaican house, Goldeneye.122 The announcement on 23 November that the Prime Minister was off to Jamaica, with British troops still ensconced in Port Said, did not go down well. Randolph Churchill, a frequent critic of Eden, wrote that whereas Hitler had refused to withdraw his army from Stalingrad, ‘even Hitler did not winter in Jamaica’.123 To make matters worse, Goldeneye was a long way from the Governor’s mansion, where all official correspondence was sent, and Eden was effectively cut off from government deliberations until his return.


In London a triumvirate of Butler, Macmillan and the Lord President of the Council, the Marquess of Salisbury, controlled affairs. The Jamaican sojourn was relaxing enough, but Eden was chafing to return to Downing Street. He understandably found it infuriating to read by cable that Macmillan and Butler had agreed to pull British forces out of the Canal Zone, and that in his absence the Cabinet had effectively caved in to Eisenhower. On 14 December a tanned Eden arrived at London Airport and read a bland prepared statement: his original version denouncing the ‘Moscow–Cairo axis’, the Americans and the United Nations had been vetoed by his colleagues, a palpable signal of the shifting balance of power. Ever since his departure there had been intense speculation about his survival as Prime Minister; Clarissa Eden wrote that now ‘everyone [was] looking at us with thoughtful eyes’.124 ‘Prime Minister Visits Britain’ read one mocking headline.125 In the Commons on 20 December, Eden was compelled to lie about the Sèvres conspiracy, telling the House: ‘There were no plans to get together to attack Egypt … there was no foreknowledge that Israel would attack Egypt.’ He insisted: ‘I would be compelled … if I had the same very disagreeable decisions to take again, to repeat them.’126


These were his last words in the House. After Christmas the doctors had another look at Eden and told him that his fevers and sleepless nights would almost certainly recur if he remained in 10 Downing Street. The news was a great disappointment to him, and although opinion polls suggested that Eden’s popularity had actually improved as a result of the crisis, it was doubtful whether he still had the strength to fight for his political career.127 ‘In our opinion,’ read his doctors’ statement, ‘his health will no longer enable him to sustain the heavy burdens inseparable from the office of Prime Minister.’ Contrary to the historical myth, this was a genuine case of ill health, not a political pretext; as his wife put it, he simply ‘wanted to stay alive’. On 9 January 1957, Eden told his Cabinet colleagues that he had decided to resign. The doctors, he said, had told him he ‘would not last more than six weeks’ as Prime Minister. At six o’clock he drove to Buckingham Palace to deliver his resignation to the Queen.128 Ten days later, he left for a cruise to New Zealand, during which he struck up an unlikely rapport with his cabin steward, the future Deputy Prime Minister John Prescott.129 On his return, Eden retired to his country farm, and died in 1977, at the age of seventy-nine.


The ghosts of Munich loomed heavily over Suez. Eden had been determined not to become another Chamberlain; he had been eager to step out from the shadow of Churchill; and he had been convinced that Nasser was Mussolini reborn. But instead of recapturing the spirit of the war, Eden had merely become a byword for prime ministerial folly.130 For some observers, launching the operation had been bad enough, but abandoning it so swiftly was even worse. Churchill, who had initially been all for the operation, later remarked: ‘I am not sure I should have dared to start, but I am sure I should not have dared to stop.’131 Indeed, Eden’s refusal to be more ruthless, to press home his military advantage with unflinching cynicism, is what strikes some historians.132 Certainly the surrender left Eden’s military chiefs bewildered and infuriated. ‘We were shocked, very shocked,’ recalled Sir Dermot Boyle, Chief of the Air Staff. ‘And we felt terribly for the poor men on the ground who had done everything we wanted of them, done it extremely efficiently, and some of them had got killed, and yet they were being stopped when victory was, from their point of view, imminent.’133 Not only had some British servicemen lost their lives; thousands of Egyptians had also died in a futile imperial adventure, only for the apparent victors to ‘retreat like whipped dogs’, as one account has it.134


But the expedition was plainly seriously flawed from the start. It was never clear whether the Anglo-French forces would be content with possession of the Canal Zone, or whether they would push on to Cairo. The French certainly had the aim of eliminating Nasser and installing a compliant replacement. Eden, however, never seemed sure whether Nasser would be ‘destroyed’ or allowed to remain. Even if the operation had been a success, it would have left thousands of British troops in uneasy possession of the Canal Zone, exactly the same unappealing scenario that had created the bitter quarrels of the early 1950s. If Eden meant this to be a permanent occupation, then he would need enormous quantities of men and resources for the complete suppression of Egyptian resistance. That these problems were never really resolved is testament to the tremendous pressure that Eden and his colleagues were under in the autumn of 1956; put kindly, they acted as they did simply because they felt they had to do something. Even if the Americans had not forced the abandonment of the mission, it is still not easy to imagine a successful resolution of the crisis. As it was, the act of collusion with the Israelis represented a morally dubious gamble that ultimately left the Canal in Egyptian hands, Nasser entrenched in power, and British prestige and influence irreparably tarnished. There was no silver lining; the operation had been a complete disaster.135


The symbolic importance of the crisis was that it marked a confrontation between the old ambitions of British imperialism and the new realities of post-imperial retrenchment. Indeed, the Suez affair illustrated with striking clarity the decline of British imperial power. It was not, as some people tend to imagine, a cause of that decline; rather, it was a reflection of Britain’s changed role in the world, partly as a result of two ruinously expensive global wars. Ever since 1945 British governments had been keenly conscious of the constraints that a battered economy would exercise on their imperial ambitions.136 Selwyn Lloyd, for example, denied that ‘one result of Suez was to make us realise that we could not act independently’. ‘The fact was that we knew that all the time,’ he explained. ‘We were very conscious of our economic weakness and of the strain on our resources of expenditure overseas affecting our balance of payments.’137 Eden expressed this well in a memorandum on ‘the lessons of Suez’ that he wrote shortly after returning from Jamaica, arguing: ‘Surely we must review our world position and our domestic capacity more searchingly in the light of the Suez experience which has not so much changed our fortunes as revealed realities.’138


In fact, British imperial power had been ebbing for decades. Suez simply demonstrated it, powerfully and incontrovertibly, to the entire world. Even worse, any claims to moral superiority had been shattered by the suspicion that Eden had colluded with the Israelis in the attack on Egypt. Sir Pierson Dixon, the ambassador to the United Nations, noted that British influence had been ‘greater than our actual strength’ only so long as others thought that Britain would fight solely ‘in defence of principle’. Now he felt that ‘we had by our action reduced ourselves from a first-class to a third-class power. We revealed our weakness by stopping; and we threw away the moral position on which our world status largely depended.’139 So, while the episode was not necessarily important in actually reducing British military and financial power, it was vitally important in changing the perception (both at home and abroad) of Britain’s role in the world.140 Certainly in Washington the feeling now was that British influence in the Middle East had been broken for good. The Secretary of State, the zealously dour John Foster Dulles, told the Senate Foreign Relations Committee that the British position had been ‘severely weakened’, adding, as regards Suez: ‘Partly that created, partly it disclosed, the vulnerability of the British economic and financial position.’141 ‘I’ve just never seen a great power make such a complete mess and botch of things,’ Eisenhower told his speech-writer. ‘Of course, there’s nobody, in a war, I’d rather have fighting alongside me than the British … But – this thing! My God!’142


A second consequence of the Suez crisis was the termination of the career of Sir Anthony Eden. He had been horrendously unlucky; a record of nine major internal operations tells its own story, and when he went under the knife again in 1970, it took two hours to make the first incision, so heavy was the scarring from the previous operations.143 True, he might well have had to resign anyway because of his ill health; but he would not have had to take his leave in such humiliating circumstances. There was obviously great personal sadness for Eden in the Suez debacle, but there was also a sense that a glittering political career had been needlessly and tragically squandered. Writing nearly four decades later, Ben Pimlott remarked that if his illness had forced Eden to resign two years earlier, ‘he would be remembered as one of the great politician–diplomats of the century, instead of by one traumatic word, which, more than any other, encapsulates British decline, senescence and delusions of grandeur’.144 From the end of the Second World War until January 1957, Britain had been governed by men who had been prominent national figures in that conflict: Churchill, Attlee and Eden. When Eden resigned, it was as though a cord between the realities of the present and the glories of the past had been snapped. He was the last of the statesmen of the thirties to occupy 10 Downing Street and the last of the political heroes of the war to lead his party. His resignation was a powerful signal that the era of the world wars was over. The British people would have new leadership to carry them into the challenges of the 1960s.


There is little doubt that the humiliation of Suez and Eden’s unhappy departure left a deep impression on the nation at large. Even in December 1956, weeks after the collapse of the operation, opinion polls found that a majority of the public supported the military intervention.145 But the writer Peter Vansittart was not alone when he recalled that he did ‘sense a change, in the streets, at bars, in homes and in “the media” after Suez: a lowering of expectations, a feeling that the good times had gone’.146 As another observer put it, the age of ‘going about as top people, deciding everything for the world’, had vanished.147 In Andrew Sinclair’s satirical novel The Breaking of Bumbo (1959), the middle-class conscript hero harangues his fellow officers about the immorality of the invasion:






Suppose we beat Egypt? We lose anyway, we’ve got to sell ourselves to live, and who’ll buy John Bull, with a Boer War musket in his hand? … OK we think we’re so damn wonderful still, and all we are is a lousy, punch-drunk ex-champ between a couple of really big men, jockeying around for the KO, not caring two damn hoots about us.148








For some this was hard to accept and bred a predictable sense of resentment, even despair. ‘I think the defeat at Suez had a shattering effect on the morale at Whitehall,’ said one Conservative minister later. ‘The stench of defeat in the defence departments was really appalling.’149 Over a hundred Conservative MPs endorsed a parliamentary motion accusing the Americans of ‘gravely endangering the Atlantic Alliance’, and many ordinary people shared their bitterness at the old ally. ‘No Americans Served Here’ read a sign outside one car showroom in Hertfordshire.150 One young miner lamented: ‘We should have gone right in there, but this country is not capable of it any more. Not even against the bloody wogs.’151


Few historians dispute that, if there is such a thing as a historical watershed, the Suez crisis was such a moment. In the aftermath of the crisis, no one could doubt that Britain’s days as a great international power had passed, and Suez became a symbol of British retrenchment and reassessment, the end of the era of ‘Britain Strong and Free’ (as the 1951 Conservative manifesto had it).152 But Eden’s humiliation at Suez was not the only intimation in 1956 of the changes that were to sweep across Britain in the decade to come. Despite the gloom of international defeat, the heavy grey clouds that had hung over British life for almost twenty years were beginning to lift, and the austerity and sacrifices of the Second World War seemed a distant memory. Only two years previously, meat rationing had still been in force, but now high-street sales of cars, televisions, washing machines and records were reaching record levels. Old enemies were prospering: West Germany overtook Britain in car exports, and Japan became the world’s foremost shipbuilder.153 The first expresso bars were spreading across southern England; students were huddling around coffees and cigarettes in their distinctive duffel coats; the first skiffle musicians were finding a mass audience. In February Muffin the Mule made his television debut; in May came the first performance of John Osborne’s play Look Back in Anger at the Royal Court Theatre, and the first appearance of Elvis Presley in the British record charts with ‘Heartbreak Hotel’; in September the film Rock Around the Clock was released in British cinemas. At the end of the year, the Atticus column in the Sunday Times summed up 1956 as the year of ‘Rock ’n’ Roll. Pizza. Cigarillos – cigarette-sized cheroots. Tortoiseshell-tinted hair. The Outsider. Records of My Fair Lady. Angry young men … Skiffle groups.’154 To many people, Britain felt like a country on the verge of an exciting new era of opportunity and possibility; to many others, it felt like a country on the brink of a descent into materialism and madness. ‘Outwardly it seemed that nothing had changed,’ wrote the journalist Christopher Booker. ‘Deep in the national psyche, however, was the knowledge that a very real watershed had been passed … The dam had burst.’155
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BRITAIN IN 1956






‘Come again, won’t you?’ Derek said to Gerald, once more shaking his hand. ‘Perhaps you can tell me what happened in history after the Tudors. We never got any farther than Francis Drake and his bloody bowls at school. The glorious Armada, and back we went each year to the Ancient Britons in their woad. Not a word about why things were like they are now …’


Angus Wilson, Anglo-Saxon Attitudes (1956)


‘Have you seen Jimmy’s new suit? It’s a conservative cut.’


‘What’s a conservative cut?’


‘It’s the same as a Socialist cut – only they’re more polite about it.’


Take It from Here, early 1950s         








In 1956 the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland was home to just over fifty million people. More than forty million lived in England, the southernmost of the four countries bound together under the British Crown, and also the largest, richest and most culturally influential. Of the rest, five million or so lived in Scotland, north of Hadrian’s Wall; two-and-a-half million lived beyond the River Severn in Wales; and across the Irish Sea, one million more, both Catholics and Protestants, coexisted uneasily in the rump six counties of Northern Ireland, the other counties of Ireland having won independence under the partition of 1921. Smaller communities lived in the islands dotted around the British and Irish coasts: the Hebrides, the Orkneys, the Shetlands, the Isle of Wight, and the Crown dependencies of the Isle of Man and the Channel Islands.1


Britain in the fifties was one of the most conservative, stable and contented societies in the world. But perhaps the main impression that would have struck a foreign visitor in 1956 was that of sheer clamour and commotion. Not only was Britain extremely crowded by comparison with its neighbours, it was also easily the most urbanised country in Europe. Its population was more tightly packed into cities and towns than anywhere else on the Continent, and for seventy years it remained the case that eight out of ten Britons lived in urban communities.2 Two great cities dominated the landscape of southern and central England: London, the capital, with its national institutions and massive, seething population of eight million, and Birmingham, the titan of Victorian industry, commerce and municipal politics, still gazing confidently out across the rolling hills of the Midlands.3 Indeed, England was a country of cities and conurbations: Manchester, Liverpool, Leeds, Bradford, Sheffield, Newcastle, Hull and Middlesbrough, their mills and factories still alive with sweat and light and effort, linked to the capital and the south by a vast network of railways and roads. Around Cardiff, the largest city in Wales, there stretched miles of docks and steelworks, while in the coalfields of the South Wales valleys thousands of miners trudged to work every morning. On the banks of the Clyde, the yards rang with the cries of Scottish shipbuilders, and every Saturday afternoon thousands of urban workers poured into the football grounds of Rangers, Celtic, Hearts and Hibernian. Around each of these cities strands of suburbia rippled out into the countryside, bringing the noise and habits of the towns to country roads becoming increasingly crowded with cars and lorries. Just one in twenty people worked on the land in England and Wales, and only slightly more in Scotland; across the English Channel, in France, the figure was more like one in three.4


Indeed, the very landscape and people of Britain in 1956 bore witness to the immense social and economic changes the country had undergone since the early eighteenth century. There were now more than ten times as many people, most of whom lived longer and enjoyed better health. They worked in factories, mills, mines and shipyards; they lived in crowded urban terraces; they preferred to watch football matches and listen to the radio than pray and sing in church; and they enjoyed greater political power than their ancestors ever had, casting a vote every five years for their local parliamentary representative. Yet, despite all these changes, Britain struck many observers as a model of conservatism, order and stability. National life, wrote George Orwell in 1940, was ‘somehow bound up with solid breakfasts and gloomy Sundays, smoky towns and winding roads, green fields and red pillar-boxes’, a continuity stretching ‘into the future and the past’. He also saw the British as a remarkably pragmatic, polite, law-abiding people, filled with a deep longing for the rural idyll that they had lost. Although their experience was overwhelmingly urban and collective, they jealously guarded their own privacy and individuality:






We are a nation of flower-lovers, but also a nation of stamp-collectors, pigeon-fanciers, amateur carpenters, coupon-snippers, darts-players, crossword-puzzle fans. All the culture that is most truly native centres round things which even when they are communal are not official – the pub, the football match, the back garden, the fireside and the ‘nice cup of tea’. The liberty of the individual is still believed in, almost as in the nineteenth century.5








Orwell was not alone in placing domesticity at the centre of the British character. As a writer in the Birmingham Mail proudly put it at the end of the Second World War, the British were ‘not much given to mass gaiety’, but were a nation of ‘gardeners, family men, artificers and very individualistic at that’.6 Many foreign observers agreed: the American philosopher George Santayana, for example, famously remarked that Britain was ‘the paradise of individuality, eccentricity, heresy, anomalies, hobbies and humours’.7


While the British saw themselves as supremely individualistic, they also congratulated themselves on their moderation. Although their closest neighbours, the detestable French, might go in for wild gesticulations, extravagant oaths and public kissing, Britishness was supposed to be all about irony, inscrutability and self-restraint. Extremes of any kind were to be avoided. Some commentators even suggested that the British owed their equanimity to their temperate climate. They were not, they had to admit, a sunny people; perhaps the grey drizzle of the British weather was all for the best, since it encouraged such coolness and self-possession.8 But even in the hottest climes the British kept their composure. As Noël Coward reminded his audience: ‘In a jungle town where the sun beats down to the rage of man and beast / The English garb of the English sahib merely gets a bit more creased.’9 Where else but in Britain could civil servants be nicknamed ‘mandarins’ after the supposed formality and inscrutability of the Chinese, and where else could the values of a game like cricket – patience, fortitude, stoicism – become emblematic of the national character?10


Cricketers in the fifties were still divided into two groups, Gentlemen and Players, and this was precisely the kind of thing that sustained the stereotype of the British as utterly obsessed with class. Like the weather, class was supposed to be a typically British obsession, despite the fact that, by comparison with its neighbours, Britain in 1956 was not particularly unequal or hierarchical.11 Since the fissures of race, region and religion that divided other nations were comparatively weak in Britain, however, it is perhaps not surprising that people tended to classify themselves by social class. Sometimes they used the idea of class to mean ‘us’ as opposed to ‘them’: the rulers and the ruled, the rich and the poor or the Establishment and the masses.12 Or they might talk about three groups: upper-class, middle-class and lower-class (or working class), supposed to reflect the old divisions of the nobility, bourgeoisie and commoners. Still, according to the historian David Cannadine, what best captured people’s idea of class was the concept of social hierarchy, a carefully layered progression of time-honoured divisions from the grandest palace to the meanest slum.13 As Evelyn Waugh put it, it was a question of ‘precedence, a single wholly imaginary line … extending from Windsor to Wormwood Scrubs, of separate individuals, each justly and precisely graded’.14 Class was not merely a matter of money; what determined one’s position was a complicated network of factors: birth, breeding and education, occupation, income, expenditure, accent and deportment, friendships, political and cultural attitudes and values. Opinion polls found that well over 90 per cent of the population recognised the existence of social classes, and people rarely had much difficulty in defining their own place within the class structure.15 In 1966, for example, a representative sample divided themselves, without prompting, into ‘working class’ (67 per cent), ‘middle class’ (29 per cent), ‘upper class’ (1 per cent), ‘upper-working class’ (1 per cent) and ‘lower-middle class’ (1 per cent). Only a further 1 per cent were unable to allocate themselves to any of the conventional classes. One ‘twenty-five-stone eccentric’ claimed that he belonged to the ‘sporting class’, but even if such a class existed, this was surely very unlikely.16


Surveys taken throughout the fifties and sixties consistently found that around two-thirds of the British public thought that they were working-class. In 1951, according to one estimate, the English working classes accounted for about thirty-two million people, some 72 per cent of the population. In Scotland and Wales, meanwhile, about three or four million more men and women also considered themselves working-class.17 There is much more to say about working-class life in the 1950s and 1960s, but three points are particularly relevant here. One is that in many working-class areas, the old memories of dole queues, poverty and malnutrition had been wiped out by the Second World War and over a decade of full employment and high wages. Some communities, largely depending on their regional location and the success of their local industries, were still trapped in unemployment and poverty; but in many towns, especially in southern and central England, working-class families were animated by a spirit of optimism and ambition.18 A second point is that the working classes were not especially politicised; like most other groups in British society, they generally regarded earnest political involvement as rather odd and not very respectable, and active members of any political party, even the Labour Party, were often the objects of some suspicion.19 Finally, it would be entirely wrong to treat the working classes as one monolithic group. Although most of the population who thought of themselves as working-class were manual workers, there were considerable differences between, say, unskilled labourers, bin men, train drivers and small craftsmen. Similarly, other groups who considered themselves working-class, like pub landlords, the owners of little shops in industrial areas, foremen and junior technicians, did not think of themselves as equivalent to coal miners or manual factory workers. Occupational and economic differences might separate one street from another, or even one family from another, and there might also, in some cases, be unbridgeable gaps on religious, political or other lines. There was not one working class, rather a multitude of working classes.20


The middle classes defined themselves largely by their occupation, and in 1956 accounted for somewhere between fifteen and twenty million people. One very easy way to explain what characterised the middle classes is to say that they were simply those people who fell between being working-class and upper-class: they included secretarial and other office staff, local businessmen, lawyers, doctors, teachers and qualified professionals of all kinds, and a growing number of managers, scientists and researchers, technical staff, advertisers and salesmen.21 Again, this was a matter of classes rather than one united class: a secretary or a clerk was likely to be considered ‘lower-middle-class’ and to live in more modest surroundings than a lawyer or a doctor, who might be very comfortably off and would be thought of as ‘upper-middle-class’. Few occupations were as respectable as the traditional professions, especially the law, largely because Britain remained a conservative, legalistic, institutionalised society. Since the beginning of the century, however, there had been a proportionate increase in salaried employees, often working in offices, rather than professionals and the self-employed. There was also a noticeable increase in the proportion of women entering middle-class occupations, especially as nurses, teachers, secretarial workers, managers of restaurants and boarding houses, and other functions considered commensurate with a woman’s ‘natural’ role.22


Most middle-class groups prided themselves on their ‘respectability’; it was this, rather than their income, that they considered distinguished them from their social inferiors.23 Sometimes they were quite open about their dislike of the lower orders, and in the north Oxford suburb of Summertown middle-class residents even erected two walls, topped with spikes and broken glass, to cut themselves off from the adjacent Cutteslowe council estate. Only in 1959, twenty-four years after they had been built, were the walls finally torn down by the local council.24 But attitudes were harder to shift, and many middle-class voters evidently resented having to pay taxes towards universal benefits. ‘The lower intellect people are mostly inclined towards Labour, aren’t they?’ remarked one woman in 1962. ‘I think it’s because they’re the sort of people that won’t do things for themselves. They want everything doing for them instead of working hard and saving a bit of money and buying a house. They’d rather live on a council estate.’25 Indeed, there was usually a striking difference between the very look of working-class and middle-class homes. Two sociologists in the London suburb of Woodford in the late 1950s were particularly struck by the contrast:






Our informants sometimes engulfed us in deep, velvet-covered settees, and handed us glasses of sherry which we had to hold gingerly in the left hand while unchivalrously scribbling notes with the right. In another street we were seated on hard upright chairs next to drying nappies and given a large cup of the sweet tea and sterilized milk which we had come to know in Bethnal Green.


One house would have thick pile carpets, rooms fashionably decorated with oatmeal paper on three walls and a contrasting blue on the fourth, bookcases full of Charles Dickens, Agatha Christie and Reader’s Digest condensed books, above the mantelpiece a water-colour of Winchelsea, Vat 69 bottles converted into table-lamps, French windows looking out onto a terra-cotta Pan in the middle of a goldfish bowl, the whole bathed in a permanent smell of Mansion polish.


Five minutes away a smaller house had peeling paints showing green beneath the cream, rexine-covered sofas polished in the sit-down places like a long-worn pair of trousers, brown linoleum cracked around the edges, and, in place of the polish, a faint but equally permanent smell of leaking gas and boiled greens.26








The middle-class ideal of respectability was often simply equated with ‘moderation’. It was not respectable to be voluble, passionate or outspoken; it was certainly not respectable to ‘make a scene’.27 This reserve also applied to middle-class cultural tastes, which were self-consciously modest, unspectacular and inoffensive, for example, the Woodford ‘bookcases full of Charles Dickens, Agatha Christie and Reader’s Digest condensed books’.28 The ideal middle-class life was quiet, contented and comfortable, the kind of unambitious, unassuming world celebrated by Richmal Crompton and Agatha Christie before the war.29 In J. R. R. Tolkien’s story The Hobbit, also published before the war but a phenomenal commercial success during the fifties and sixties, we discover that Mr Bilbo Baggins lives in ‘a hobbit-hole, and that means comfort’. ‘A very well-to-do hobbit’, and part of a ‘very respectable’ family, his pleasures amount to taking tea, baking and eating cakes, and smoking his wooden pipe.30 Invited by a visiting wizard to join him on a quest, he at first, like any good middle-class homeowner of the day, shows very little enthusiasm for such a dangerous enterprise:






‘… I am looking for someone to share in an adventure that I am arranging, and it’s very difficult to find anyone.’


‘I should think so – in these parts! We are plain quiet folk and I have no use for adventures. Nasty disturbing uncomfortable things! Make you late for dinner! I can’t think what anybody sees in them,’ said our Mr Baggins, and stuck one thumb behind his braces, and blew out another even bigger smoke-ring.31








As the fifties progressed, it became harder to tell the difference between the wealthiest members of the Baggins classes and the old upper-class elite. In 1954 Professor Alan Ross of Birmingham University argued that the upper class was now distinguished ‘solely by its language’, although he did admit that certain odd habits, like playing real tennis and piquet, or disliking the telephone and the wireless, were also pretty good indicators. Language, he thought, could be divided into two categories: U, which was correct, upper-class usage; and non-U, reserved for the rest of the country.32 Pronunciation was one important part of this: an upper-class speaker pronounced the first syllable of Catholic with a long a, for instance; or Ralph and golf to sound like Rafe and goff.33 But the most revealing element of someone’s speech was his vocabulary, and Ross gave dozens of examples of the difference between U and non-U. It was non-U to say corset, cycle, home, mirror and, most notoriously, serviette; in each case, an upper-class speaker would say stays, bike, house, looking-glass and napkin. It was definitely non-U to say Pardon; an upper-class speaker said What or Sorry. It was non-U to say Pleased to meet you; the upper class said How d’you do. No upper-class speaker would call people cultured or cultivated; no upper-class speaker would have a lounge; and no upper-class speaker called people wealthy when they were really rich.34 All in all, the only sure way of turning a boy into a U-speaker was ‘to send him first to a good preparatory school, then to a good public-school’; ‘similar arrangements’ could be made for girls, if the parents were not going to employ a ‘U-governess’.35


There could be no better illustration of the British fascination with social hierarchy than the eagerness with which the public greeted Professor Ross’ thesis. His article had first been published in a Finnish philological journal, but it was then taken up by the upper-class novelist and socialite Nancy Mitford, who wrote an article about it for the magazine Encounter in September 1955. After a great storm of letters, Ross was persuaded to publish a simplified version of his piece in the November issue, and in 1956 Hamish Hamilton brought out a special book on the subject entitled Noblesse Oblige.36 The debate was very well timed: class distinctions had taken a battering not only from the disruptions of wartime, but also from the impact of state education, rising affluence and social mobility. The Honourable Nancy Mitford, with her blue blood and cut-glass accent, was exactly the kind of person who might want to repel middle-class parvenus, and in her article for Encounter she enthusiastically threw herself into the U/non-U debate. She was also a very good example of the socially isolated upper-class woman who had been brought up by governesses in an extremely exclusive environment, and therefore preserved a way of speaking that astounded ordinary members of the public. In 1940 she had even been asked to leave her London firewatching unit because her fellow watchers could not stand her accent.37


Mitford thought that Professor Ross’ only error had been to overlook some of the most hideous non-U howlers: the use of her Christian name by ‘comparative strangers’, for example, or being introduced ‘without any prefix’. Whenever she received a letter that forgot her title, she added, she quickly tore it up. Other egregious non-U crimes included saying Cheers before drinking, saying It was so nice seeing you or similar, and eating sweet instead of pudding. Revealingly enough, Mitford thought that the very use of the word Britain was a non-U, middle-class alternative to the U England. To use the word Scottish, meanwhile, was certainly wrong; Mitford insisted on Scotch. And to say Bye-bye was ‘dreadful’.38 Her fellow contributors, meanwhile, were no less keen to point out their own favourite social blunders; the novelist Evelyn Waugh gravely reported hearing from no less a person than Nancy Mitford’s own cousin that ‘no gentleman ever wore a brown suit’.39 Food and drink, as Waugh pointed out, was another social minefield. When Lord Curzon was Chancellor of Oxford University, he was shown the proposed menu for a lunch in honour of the King at Balliol, only to dismiss it with the words: ‘No gentleman has soup at luncheon.’40 The upper class took their lunch or luncheon in the middle of the day, followed by dinner in the evening; lesser mortals, however, ate dinner at midday, no doubt in their shirtsleeves and potentially involving soup, and had tea at night.41 In the cutlery world, fish knives were notoriously middle-class, since real gentlemen had silver that dated from long before their invention in the mid-nineteenth century.42 Even the process of actually making and drinking tea was fraught with difficulty; nannies and governesses might think it respectable to put the milk in first, but their employers would never dream of it. ‘Rather MIF [milk in first], darling,’ one of Waugh’s friends would say in condemnation of some social solecism.43 In short, the non-U masses were confronted with such an obstacle course of vocabulary, manners and tastes that they were bound to stumble. As the playwright and broadcaster Alan Bennett recalled, when his working-class parents visited him at Oxford in the 1950s, shame and humiliation would inevitably descend. ‘When we were at home,’ he remembered, ‘we inevitably had our dinner at lunchtime … But when I was at university and they came to see me, we’d go into the hotel dining room at night and the waiter would present the menu, and Mam would say the dread words, “Do you do a poached egg on toast?” and we’d slink from the dining room, the only family in England not to have its dinner at night.’44


The most memorable and enduring contribution to Noblesse Oblige was John Betjeman’s prize-winning poem ‘How to Get On in Society’, in which almost every other word captures the helplessly non-U world of middle-class respectability:






Phone for the fish-knives, Norman,


As Cook is a little unnerved;


You kiddies have crumpled the serviettes


And I must have things daintily served.


Are the requisites all in the toilet?


The frills round the cutlets can wait


Till the girl has replenished the cruets


And switched on the logs in the grate.








In its final verse, the poem even makes fun of the middle-class, MIF way of pouring tea:






Milk and then just as it comes, dear?


I’m afraid the preserve’s full of stones;


Beg pardon, I’m soiling the doilies


With afternoon tea-cakes and scones.








But, from the mid-fifties onwards, it was this affluent, middle-class world of modern gadgets, brown suits and serviettes that was in the ascendant.45


Only about forty thousand people could claim to be members of the upper class, a tiny social group but one with enormous political and economic power even in the post-war years. As Nancy Mitford was keen to point out, upper-class status was not defined by wealth alone: to join the upper class, a family had to spend their money in the right way, wear the right clothes at the right times, know the right people (Society), and attend the right events (the Season), such as Cowes, Ascot and Wimbledon. Upper-class boys were educated at public schools like Eton and Winchester and then went up to Oxford or Cambridge, or joined particular regiments, or merely strolled around the restaurants and clubs of the West End. Upper-class girls went to boarding schools like Roedean or Cheltenham Ladies’ College and then gadded about town looking for suitable husbands. What made the upper class distinct from the wealthier members of the middle classes, therefore, was not so much their income as their expenditure. And even if the richest middle-class tycoons appeared at Cowes, the Boat Race and all the other events, splendidly attired in the appropriate regalia, still they would probably not pass the Mitford test.46


The wider changes in the British economy that had been under way since the previous century meant that, like any other social group, the upper class was itself evolving. Where the aristocracy and the landed families had once relied on income from their tenants, they now dabbled in finance, commerce and manufacturing. Conservative Party politics in particular was still dominated in the post-war years by the old public schools: in 1955, Eton alone accounted for one in five Conservative backbenchers and over half of Anthony Eden’s Cabinet, while Winchester was particularly well represented on the Labour benches.47 The institution of domestic service had not entirely died out, either: in 1960 there were still an estimated six hundred working butlers in Britain.48 All in all, though, the role of the aristocracy was changing, as one historian puts it, ‘from political activism to cultural stewardship’. In a political system based on the mass franchise, it was implausible to imagine that aristocrats could maintain their grip on power for long, and by the sixties even the Conservative Party had fallen beneath the advance of the grammar-school boys.49 The gradual decline of British agriculture, the collapse of land prices and the increases in death duties and income tax meant that landed families found their massive country houses extremely burdensome to maintain. They were therefore forced to choose between opening them as tourist attractions, selling them to wealthy businessmen, and simply demolishing them. Over the course of the century, perhaps 1700 country houses were torn down, a sixth of those that had been standing in 1900.50


The reinvention of the country house as a tourist attraction was an immediate success, and by 1965 at least five hundred houses across the nation had been opened to the public.51 At Ragley, the Marquess of Hereford even tried to lure in the great unwashed by giving them demonstrations of water-skiing; appropriately enough, he later took up a job in public relations. But the most famous impresario was the thirteenth Duke of Bedford, who succeeded to the title in 1953 when his father accidentally shot himself while hunting his missing flock of parakeets and homing budgerigars. The family home, the magnificent eighteenth-century pile of Woburn Abbey, was in a state of disrepair and the new Duke owed £4.5 million in death duties, so he decided to open it to the public for six months as a money-spinning venture. Despite the theft of the Duke’s dog and the arrest of a visitor trying to steal a piece of the curtains as a souvenir, the venture proved a success, attracting 181,000 visitors. Within seven years Woburn Abbey was hosting over 430,000 visitors a year, almost double its nearest rivals Beaulieu and Chatsworth, and bringing in an annual haul of £53,875, not to mention the revenue from cream teas and souvenirs. It had a private zoo, a park with deer and bison, a playground and a working dairy, and the Duke even allowed it to be used as the set for the film Nudist Paradise in 1958, telling his critics: ‘I wouldn’t mind going nude myself.’52


The British family perhaps least likely to throw itself into commercial nudism was the House of Windsor. The monarchy stood at the top of the British social structure, but was nonetheless perceived as being somehow apart from it. Its appeal was based on a paradoxical combination of the sublime and the banal: the more popular monarchs like George III, Victoria and George V had all at various times managed to project both the splendour that befitted the anointed head of state and the carefully presented domesticity of an ‘ordinary’ family. To outside observers, the monarchy was a central part of Britain’s national identity; daily life was drenched in the iconography of royalty, from coins and stamps to post boxes, prayers in church, the national anthem, the loyal toast, and history lessons for school-children.53 However, whether the actual sovereigns themselves quite lived up to the lofty expectations of majesty and magnificence was another matter, for Victoria’s immediate successors had not been an especially inspiring lot. Edward VII ended up looking more like Falstaff than Prince Hal; George V was a gruff, slow, conservative sort of man; and Edward VIII was notoriously vain and unreliable.54 After the Abdication crisis of 1936, the crown had passed to George’s second son Bertie, who became George VI and was still on the throne at the beginning of the fifties. As the Duke of York, with few expectations of coming to the throne, Bertie had been devoted to his family and his beloved country recreations; he was horrified at the prospect of becoming king, and burst into tears when finally given the bad news. His wife, the former Elizabeth Bowes-Lyon, was made of sterner stuff, and took much more readily to a life of majesty; indeed, during the late thirties she was projected and perceived as the epitome of glamour and charm.55 Bertie, however, was just like his father: devoted to his wife, possessed of an earthy and unsubtle sense of humour, delighted by shooting, uniforms and medals, unimaginative and slow, but somehow a rather decent sort of fellow.56


Since the royal family had all the attitudes and tastes of the landed gentry with whom they tended to associate, it was hardly surprising that the politics of the King and court were solidly Conservative. He was not impressed, for example, by arguments for the welfare state, nationalisation or trade unionism.57 The Windsors also had cultural tastes that were more middlebrow than avant-garde, preferring a day’s riding or shooting followed by a quiet family evening, rather than the more taxing mental exertions of contemporary culture. On one occasion T. S. Eliot was invited to recite some of his poetry, with less than successful results. The Queen Mother later told A. N. Wilson: ‘We had this rather lugubrious man in a suit, and he read a poem … I think it was called “The Desert”. And first the girls got the giggles, and then I did and then even the King.’ ‘“The Desert”, Ma’am?’ Wilson asked. ‘Are you sure it wasn’t called The Waste Land?’ ‘That’s it. I’m afraid we all giggled. Such a gloomy man, looked as though he worked in a bank, and we didn’t understand a word.’58 But, for all their limitations, George VI and his Queen made a far better job of kingship than many of their predecessors, especially given the circumstances of his accession and the fact that within three years the British were fighting for their lives. Churchill, an ardent monarchist, wrote to the King in 1941: ‘This war has drawn the Throne & the people more closely together than was ever before recorded, & Yr Majesties are more beloved by all classes and conditions than any of the princes of the past.’59 When George died in 1952 the Windsors were far more popular than they had been at his accession, and his daughter Elizabeth succeeded to the throne with probably as much public goodwill as any that had gone before her.


Elizabeth was in Kenya on a royal tour when her father died in his sleep; on the night of her return, Winston Churchill broadcast to the nation and welcomed the dawn of a ‘new Elizabethan age’.60 In the House of Commons, he declared:






A fair and youthful figure, Princess, wife and mother, is the heir to all our traditions and glories … She comes to the Throne at a time when a tormented mankind stands uncertainly poised between world catastrophe and a golden age. That it should be a golden age of art and letters we can only hope – science and machinery have their other tales to tell – but it is certain that if a true and lasting peace can be achieved … an immense and undreamed of prosperity, with culture and leisure ever more widely spread, can come … to the masses of the people.61








Elizabeth had been born in April 1926 and was brought up in the conservative atmosphere of the pre-war court. Like her younger sister Margaret, she was not sent away to school, but was given a rather undemanding education at home; her parents feared dreadful consequences if she became a ‘bluestocking’. After her father’s accession in 1936, a greater effort was made to teach her imperial and constitutional history, but it was also announced that she was learning cookery and household skills, so that she would not look too much of an intellectual.62 She enjoyed the typical childhood of an aristocratic girl in the thirties, a world of dogs and horses rather than blackboards and books. Her mother later explained that it was more important to ‘spend as long as possible in the open air, to enjoy to the full the pleasures of the country, to be able to dance and draw and appreciate music, to acquire good manners and perfect deportment, and to cultivate all the distinctive feminine graces’.63


In 1947 Elizabeth married Prince Philip of Greece, a headstrong and assertively masculine figure with a blunt, abrupt, breezy style that shocked many of the more conservative courtiers.64 But the future Queen was still very much her father’s daughter: a reserved, self-disciplined and strong-willed young woman, without profound intellectual or imaginative interests, but with a sharp temper and occasional flashes of quick humour. In her early twenties, she was said to like knitting, reading the latest bestsellers, singing along to musical show tunes, riding, and gossiping over tea with her younger sister and their friends.65 ‘Moderation in all things’ was her favourite quotation, and she was acutely conscious of her responsibilities as the future sovereign.66 On her twenty-first birthday she made a memorable broadcast to the Commonwealth, pledging that her ‘whole life, whether it be long or short, shall be devoted to your service and the service of our great Imperial family to which we all belong’.67 When the news came of George VI’s death, it was entirely typical of Churchill that, sitting up in bed with a cigar and surrounded by state papers, he burst into tears. It was equally typical of his new Queen that, although pale and solemn, she remained utterly composed.68


The new Queen’s Coronation in June 1953 was the first major royal celebration to be shown live on television, and although only about three million people owned a set, the audience was estimated to have been between twenty and twenty-seven million people, over half of the adult population and easily a record. Since another twelve million people had listened to the coverage on the radio, there were therefore very few people who had not been swept up in the enthusiasm of the day.69 The Coronation was also the cue for much talk in the press about a ‘New Elizabethan Age’, representing the happy union of tradition and progress, especially as the country was finally emerging from post-war rationing and austerity and the first glimmerings of an affluent middle-class revival were beginning to become apparent. That the new sovereign was a woman was an inspiration to many of her subjects. The young Margaret Thatcher, then an obscure law student, wrote an article called ‘Wake Up, Women!’ for the Sunday Graphic, insisting: ‘Women can – AND MUST – play a leading part in the creation of a glorious Elizabethan era. Should a woman arise equal to the task, I say let her have an equal chance of competing for the leading Cabinet posts. Why not a woman Chancellor – or a woman Foreign Secretary?’70


The New Elizabethan spirit was given a boost by the fact that the Coronation coincided with the final ascent of Everest by a Commonwealth expedition. Later that summer the England cricket team regained the Ashes, and when, within a year, the Oxford medical student Roger Bannister became the first man in recorded history to run a mile in under four minutes, it seemed as though the old Corinthian character had been successfully revived.71 The Times compared the conquest of Everest, news of which broke on the very morning of the Coronation, with Drake’s voyage around the world; the Daily Express, meanwhile, ran the banner headline: ‘BE PROUD OF BRITAIN ON THIS DAY’, rejoicing that it had been ‘a stroke in the true Elizabethan vein, a reminder that the old adventurous, defiant heart of the race remains unchanged’.72 In her Coronation broadcast the Queen told her subjects that like her Tudor forebear she ruled a country that was ‘great in spirit and well endowed with men who were ready to encompass the earth … rich in material resources [and] richer still in the enterprise and courage of its peoples’.73 But one guest at the ceremony, the eminent Dutch historian J. H. Huizinga, could not bring himself to agree. He later wrote:






I found myself jerked back to the reality of the times we lived in by the cold shower that, only too symbolically, poured down on the patiently waiting subjects of her with whose Coronation we had just inaugurated the second Elizabethan age … I grieved for the British because during those unforgettable hours in the Abbey, I had understood … their belief that history would not deal with them as it had dealt with all other nations that had strutted their brief moment of power and glory on the world’s stage …


But the more sympathetic comprehension one had for the high hopes with which they embarked on the second Elizabethan era, the more acutely one realised what a painful era it would be for them, how rich in disillusionment, frustration and humiliation.74








One of the reasons that contemporary observers discussed the new Queen and her family with such reverence was that they had already become part of a modern national myth, the glorious tale of Britain standing alone against the Nazi air armada during the Second World War. For millions of people in the fifties and sixties, the war against Hitler was not simply a distant memory, but one of the central experiences of their lives. In the summer of 1940 the nation had come close to defeat and occupation; during the Battle of Britain and the Blitz, the Luftwaffe had destroyed hundreds of thousands of homes, killed sixty thousand civilians and injured tens of thousands more; and over the course of the war, almost 300,000 British servicemen had been killed in action.75 Even if the people of Britain had suffered much less than their European neighbours, they had still been changed by the experience, for good or ill. Many still looked back with pride on Britain’s stand against the Nazis; while the feeble French and the countries of Continental Europe, east and west, had crumbled, the plucky British had kept on their feet. This was the attitude of David Low’s famous wartime cartoon, showing ‘Tommy’ standing alone on the white cliffs of Dover, the sea raging about his feet, shaking his fist at the black waves of approaching German bombers, and shouting: ‘Very well, Alone.’ Perhaps only the British could have welcomed the fact that their allies had collapsed. George VI told his mother that he was pleased ‘now that we have no allies to be polite to and pamper’, while a Thames boatman shouted to a group of MPs: ‘Now we know where we are! No more bloody allies!’76


This sense of British exceptionalism was slow to fade. Roy Denman, a civil servant who later helped to negotiate Britain’s entry into the EEC, thought that memories of the war died hard:






Britain had won the war. The continentals had not. Those who had fought Britain were wicked; those who had not were incompetent, for otherwise they would not have been defeated …


For a great power to abandon its world role, the leadership of the Commonwealth, and its favoured position with the United States in order to throw in its lot with a bombed out, defeated rabble south of the Channel seemed to the British unthinkable.77








If anything, the old contempt for Continental Europe had been sharpened, not mellowed, by the experience of victory. It was hardly surprising, then, that British intellectuals and writers in the 1950s found that their interests and preoccupations were often very different from those of their neighbours.78 The same kind of exceptionalism prevailed in sport, too. When Chelsea, the English league champions, were invited to participate in the inaugural European Cup in 1955, they were barred from doing so by the domestic football authorities. Even the Queen Mother, despite the German family connections of the House of Windsor, habitually referred to the Germans as ‘the Huns’, and when Prince Philip’s relatives came to Balmoral, she told her staff: ‘You certainly don’t curtsey to Germans.’79


This romanticised, nostalgic patriotism remained a powerful force in British life for decades afterwards. Films and books about the Second World War made immense amounts of money; visitors queued to see museums and exhibitions about the experience of wartime; and television producers found that families were happy to spend their evenings curled up watching documentaries, drama serials, situation comedies and all manner of other programmes based on the war. The British had certainly been very fortunate to escape the trauma of invasion and occupation; but at the same time, this also meant that national myths were never challenged. They never felt that they needed to question their own innate superiority and virtue; and, for some historians, there existed a ‘cenotaph culture’, simplistic, traditional and self-satisfied. Peter Hennessy, for example, calls Britain in the 1950s ‘the most settled, deferential, smug, un-dynamic society in the advanced world’.80 This may seem a little extreme, but it contains more than a grain of truth. As Huizinga had remarked, the British remained strikingly complacent about their place in the world, and indeed the talk of a second Elizabethan Age suggests that many were confident that they could recapture the heights of power and influence from which they had been displaced. That perhaps explains why the humiliation at Suez was such a shock.


The truth was that Britain in the fifties had still not recovered from the rigours of the war. It might have been a triumph for the national spirit, but it had been a catastrophe for the power of the Empire. Hundreds of thousands of British soldiers and citizens had been slaughtered; half a million houses had been destroyed; and the Treasury was utterly exhausted. Churchill and his ministers had borrowed $30 billion from the Americans under the Lend–Lease programme, owed the rest of the Empire almost £3 billion, and by the end of 1945 had run up a balance of payments deficit of £1 billion. Almost a third of the entire wealth of the country had been wiped out; and only by importing more food and raw materials from abroad was Britain keeping itself afloat. Since the Americans abruptly cut off the Lend–Lease money at the end of the war, the Attlee government had been forced to send the economist John Maynard Keynes to Washington to beg for yet another loan, which eventually came to $3.75 billion. The terms were that sterling be made fully convertible with the dollar by July 1947; predictably and humiliatingly enough, when the time came, many investors rushed to change their pounds into dollars, wiping out most of the loan and forcing the government to backtrack and suspend convertibility.81 Britain’s finances were, in short, in a terrible mess.


The euphoria of the New Elizabethan Age was all the more striking when set against the backdrop of the deprivation and austerity of the immediate post-war years. For many people, things had actually got worse after the war. The shortages – of food, of fuel, of housing – were such that on the first anniversary of VE Day, as Susan Cooper later recalled, ‘the mood of the British was one not of festivity but of bleak resignation, with a faint rebelliousness at the restrictions and looming crises that hung over them like a fog’.82 ‘We won the war,’ one housewife was quoted as saying. ‘Why is it so much worse?’83 The winter of 1947 was the coldest of the century: there were shortages, and strikes, and everyone shivered; and in the spring the floods struck, closing down the London Underground, washing away the crops of thirty-one counties and pouring into thousands of homes.84 By the following year, rationing had fallen well below the wartime level. The average adult in 1948 was entitled to a weekly allowance of thirteen ounces of meat, one-and-a-half ounces of cheese, six ounces of butter, one ounce of cooking fat, eight ounces of sugar, two pints of milk and one egg. Even dried egg, which had been a staple of meals in wartime, had disappeared from the shops.85 Children at the beginning of the 1950s still wondered what their parents meant when they reminisced about eating oranges, pineapples and chocolate; they bathed in a few inches of water, and wore cheap, threadbare clothes with ‘Utility’ labels.86 It was just as well that the British prided themselves on their ability to form an orderly queue; they had plenty of opportunities to prove it. Not until July 1954 did food rationing finally come to an end.


Austerity left its mark, and many people who had scrimped and saved through the post-war years found it hard to accept the attitudes of their juniors during the long boom that followed. As one housewife later commented: ‘It makes you very careful and appreciate what you have got. You don’t take things for granted.’87 Caution, thrift and the virtues of ‘making do’ had become so ingrained during the long years of rationing that many people never forgot them and forever told each other, ‘Waste not, want not,’ or reminded themselves to put things aside ‘for a rainy day’, or complained that their children and grandchildren did not ‘know the value of money’.88 But by the mid-fifties, with a youthful Queen on the throne, rationing at an end and newspaper pundits talking of renewed achievement and ambition, there was a palpable sense of optimism in the air. Increasingly, the attention of the nation and its leaders would be fixed on domestic matters: on making and spending money, on families and jobs, on television and films, on pleasure and affluence.


The Palace of Westminster stands at the end of Whitehall overlooking the Thames as the physical manifestation of British tradition, a grandiloquent late-Gothic pastiche, designed not by medieval craftsmen but by Charles Barry and Augustus Pugin at the height of Victorian imperial ambition. It stands as a lavish monument to nineteenth-century conservatism, the expression in stone and wood of a nostalgic romanticism that takes in the arms of the English, Welsh, Scottish and Irish kingdoms, Tudor portraits, Arthurian frescos, the insignia of the great medieval orders of chivalry, images of Britain’s patron saints and a glittering array of heraldic, royal and imperial decorations. At the State Opening of Parliament, when the monarch presides, robed and crowned, surrounded by peers in crimson robes, bishops and heralds and government ministers and ordinary Members, the link between Britain’s imperial past and its present is rarely more striking.89


For an aspiring politician arriving on his or her first day as a Member of Parliament, the Palace of Westminster must be a proud, invigorating, awesome sight, its pinnacles soaring confidently above the bustle of the Embankment. For Mark Bonham Carter, who made his way to the House as a Liberal Member for the first time in 1958, it was an intimidating place:






It’s just like being back as a new boy at public school – with its ritual and rules, and also its background of convention, which breeds a sense of anxiety and inferiority in people who don’t know the rules. Even the smell – the smell of damp stone stairways – is like a school. All you have of your own is a locker – just like a school locker. You don’t know where you’re allowed to go, and where not – you’re always afraid you may be breaking some rule, or wandering into the Speaker’s house by mistake. In the smoking room, you’re afraid to sit down in case you’re in somebody’s special chair. The only place where you can work is in the library: and even there you daren’t ask the man for a book, because you don’t know whether he’s a librarian or an old member.90








In this heavy atmosphere of history and privilege, the House sat for thirty-six weeks a year, usually from the early afternoon until the late evening, with a long recess from August until October. As the clanging division bell sounded in the gloomy stone corridors, the Members might be found hurrying from the bars, the library or the dining, smoking and tea rooms towards the lobbies or the chamber.91


In the 1955 election, which had produced a handsome majority for Anthony Eden, the country had returned 345 Conservative members, 277 Labour, 6 Liberals and 2 others, giving the Conservatives an absolute majority of fifty-nine seats. The voters were remarkably loyal to the two major parties; this was a time when only a small number were likely to change their vote, and the fate of the country often turned on the decisions of a few hundred thousand people. Taking into account all the elections fought between 1950 and 1970, the average Conservative vote was 46 per cent and the average Labour vote 45.7 per cent.92 Even in 1955, which had been a disappointing election for Labour, they had still won over twelve million votes, a figure little different from the elections of 1945, 1950 and 1951.93 Quite simply, in the words of one commentator in the Observer in May 1955, the electorate was ‘astonishingly evenly divided and strikingly immovable’.94


According to a detailed analysis of a marginal seat in Bristol, the typical Conservative voter was a retired middle-class teacher, a lay reader in the Church of England who had always voted for the Tories because they represented ‘the general well-being of the people’.95 Like most successful political parties, the Conservative Party encompassed a great range of ideological themes, from tradition, hierarchy and pageantry to imperialism, liberalism and free enterprise. Above all, it was a successful electoral machine, with a long history of attracting voters and producing competent governments.96 Its parliamentarians, almost all men, were generally businessmen, barristers, soldiers and farmers.97 Its support in the country at large has often been described as the political expression of provincial Anglicanism, and the bedrock of the Tory electorate was the shires of England, from Hampshire, Kent and Sussex up through Surrey and Berkshire towards East Anglia and the southern and western Midlands.98 Throughout the fifties, middle-class voters backed the Tories by a ratio of almost four to one, guaranteeing victory in a broad swathe of rural and suburban seats.99


But most people, of course, were not middle-class; how, then, could a middle-class party win elections? The answer was that the Conservatives consistently won between a third and a half of the working-class vote. Even during the darkest years of slump and unemployment before the war, one in every two manual workers had cast his ballot for a Conservative. It was an extraordinary achievement for a right-of-centre, middle-class party to have won such a following among the working classes, without a parallel anywhere in Europe.100 It was a trick that had first been pulled off by the easy-going, paternalistic Worcestershire ironmaster Stanley Baldwin in the twenties and thirties; and his successors did not find it too difficult to repeat it. Working-class Conservatives, according to a survey at the end of the sixties, were not merely motivated by deference to their betters; instead, they genuinely thought that the Conservative Party was more likely to benefit them, since they shared its vision of a consensual, united, harmonious society free from class conflict.101 Those workers who voted for Churchill, Eden and their successors were neither intimidated nor deluded; they weighed up their interests and in many cases believed that Conservative policies would best help them to realise their own economic and social ambitions. Had they not done so, a middle-class party would have had very little hope of ever winning power.102


Throughout the fifties and sixties, Conservative rhetoric tended to place great emphasis on the legacy of moderate Tory reformers like Disraeli and Baldwin, appealing to national unity rather than to class conflict. In October 1950, nine young Conservative MPs, including promising high-flyers like Edward Heath, Iain Macleod, Robert Carr and Enoch Powell, published a book, One Nation, reworking these themes for the post-war age. They pledged themselves to protect the Labour accomplishments of the NHS and the welfare state; they committed themselves to ‘the maintenance of full employment’, a ‘vigorous housing drive’ and ‘maintaining the social services’ and they insisted that a Conservative government must ‘act as a balancing force, to ensure that liberty and order reinforce one another’.103 The authors continued to hold regular meetings and dinners after publication, too, calling themselves the ‘One Nation’ group.104 For Heath and Macleod, perhaps the two most promising young members in the party, this remained their creed for the rest of their careers. In 1962, for example, Macleod stunned the party conference with a frank restatement of his social goals:






The people of this country think that the society which we have created is not sufficiently just … They are puzzled by the fact that still in this twentieth century the child of a skilled manual labourer has only one chance in a hundred of going to the university, while the child of a professional man has 34 chances. They are puzzled that 42 per cent of the people in this country still earn £10 a week or less …


The just society that we seek is a society which can confidently invite the men and women who compose it to make their own way in the world, because no reasonable opportunity is denied to them. You cannot ask men to stand on their own two feet if you give them no ground to stand on.105








Men like Macleod, Heath and Powell were destined to play critical roles in the political history of the sixties, as we shall see.


The Labour Party had first been established in 1906 through an uneasy alliance between the trade unions and a variety of socialist pressure groups, and the Labour movement itself was a mixture of competing traditions and impulses, sheltering syndicalists, Fabians, planners, corporatists, Christian socialists, trade unionists, social democrats and so on.106 It was common for Conservatives to refer not to the Labour Party, but to ‘the Socialists’, and indeed most Labour Members themselves talked a great deal about socialism and identified themselves as socialists. Strictly speaking, however, socialism was only one element among many in the making of the Labour Party. Edmund Dell’s verdict that ‘over the years, socialism, repeatedly revised, was drained of its original meaning and converted into little more than an expression of good intentions’ is a harsh one, but probably not far from the truth.107 It is also very doubtful whether most Labour voters, and even many Members of Parliament, subscribed to or understood what was meant by socialist ideas.108 When the newly elected Labour MPs took their seats in the Commons after the landslide victory of 1945 and began to sing the Red Flag, it was soon obvious that many did not actually know the words.109 Indeed, Labour’s post-war general secretary Morgan Phillips commented that his party ‘owed more to Methodism than to Marx’.110 Middle-class activists became more prominent in the sixties and seventies, and, although a minority, tended to exercise disproportionate influence within the party. Most people, however, still saw the Labour Party principally as ‘the political wing of the trade union movement’.111 Its typical voter, according to the Bristol survey, was a working-class lorry driver and trade union member, unstinting in his support because Labour stood for ‘the average man’ rather than ‘the capitalist class’.112 The unions put up most of the money for parliamentary campaigns, and until 1914 all the Labour MPs were themselves working-class.113


Unlike its European counterparts, the Labour Party was not primarily an instrument for the realisation of socialist ideology. Instead, it was above all ‘a trade union party, created, financed and, in the last analysis, controlled by a highly decentralised trade union movement, which was already in existence before it came into being’.114 The unions themselves were a heterogeneous and divided bunch, white collar and manual, skilled and unskilled, ideological socialists and cautious conservatives.115 When Anthony Sampson came to publish his Anatomy of Britain in 1962, he found that the biggest union, the Transport and General Workers, had 1.3 million members, from London bus drivers to North Wales quarrymen; the Amalgamated Engineers had just under a million; the General and Municipal Workers had almost 800,000; and the National Union of Mineworkers, the most distinctive and close-knit of all, commanded the support of some 586,000 men.116 By way of contrast, the smallest unions were the London Jewish Bakers (51 members), the Wool Shear Workers (56), the Spring Trap Makers (90) and the Coal Trimmers (127); equally incongruous groups included the actors (Equity), with over 9000 members, and the footballers (the PFA), with 2200.117 Their members were often encouraged to pledge their loyalty not to the workers in general, but to those who worked in their particular trade; in some cases a union’s greatest enemies were not the bosses but the other unions, who might make off with its members. Trade unionists were nominally committed to work together, but all too often sectionalism prevailed over solidarity.118


Many members were interested not in long-term ideological schemes, but in short-term, piecemeal gains, and evidently a considerable number actually voted for the Conservatives. By the fifties, the trade unions were sufficiently politically secure for a Conservative electoral victory to cause them relatively little concern. They had worked closely and successfully with the government during the war; the conventional mechanisms for collective bargaining were widely accepted by workers, employers and ministers; and membership had risen to over nine million.119 While many historians like to emphasise the conflicts between the unions and government, the fact was that at the end of the war labour relations in Britain were the envy of many European countries, and certainly better than in the Continent’s two strongest industrial powers, France and West Germany. There was nothing inevitable about the controversies of future decades.120


The parliamentary Labour Party in the fifties and sixties was divided between working-class trade unionists and a growing number of middle-class intellectuals; in 1959, there were thirty-six teachers, thirty-four miners, twenty-seven barristers and twenty-five journalists.121 Most of the famous Labour names of the period were middle-class recruits, from Gaitskell, Crossman and Foot to Jenkins, Healey and Benn. They were professionals, public servants, technocrats, economists and educators rather than miners, railwaymen or dockers.122 And for all the Tory warnings to the contrary, they were also, in general, social conservatives. Clement Attlee, the Prime Minister between 1945 and 1951 and one of the most revered figures in the history of the Labour Party, was a passionate supporter of the monarchy, the House of Lords, the Empire and, especially, his old school of Haileybury, cricket and the Times crossword. At the end of the 1951 election campaign, while Attlee was waiting for his own constituency result, he sat with his young Conservative opponent, Edward du Cann, chatting companionably and smoking his pipe. Du Cann noticed that among the piles:






there were fifty or sixty spoiled papers, some mutilated, some with crosses in the wrong place, one or two with obscene messages and a dozen with the word ‘socialism’ written across them.


‘What does that mean?’ I asked Mr Attlee.


‘They think I’m not socialist enough,’ he replied. ‘I know them of old.’123








For all Attlee’s equanimity, Labour lost the 1951 election. To a great extent its leaders had run out of ideas, most of the commitments made in 1945 having already been enacted. It was not entirely clear what the party should do next.124 The indefatigable Labour diarist Richard Crossman admitted that the Attlee government ‘seemed to have exhausted the content of British socialism’ and that new objectives had not yet been determined.125 Four years later, in his seminal revisionist manifesto The Future of Socialism, Anthony Crosland declared that ‘the much-thumbed guidebooks of the past must now be thrown away’. ‘Traditional socialism’, he said, ‘was largely concerned with the evils of traditional capitalism and with the need for its overthrow. But today traditional capitalism has been reformed and modified almost out of existence … and the socialist finds himself pinioned by a new and unforeseen reality.’126 For many on the left of the parliamentary party, this was anathema; but they were hardly buzzing with ideas for new socialist programmes.127


The dominant personality in the Labour Party in the fifties was undoubtedly the firebrand of the left, Aneurin (‘Nye’) Bevan. His supporters, the Bevanites, confidently predicted that the Conservative victory in 1951 would inevitably result in rising unemployment, which would sweep them back into office. Bevan himself told the 1952 party conference that it was ‘a fact’ that ‘there is no means of preventing unemployment in a capitalist society’.128 When this proved not to be the case, the keepers of the socialist flame were left rather flummoxed. They knew what they were against: as one account puts it, they were ‘anti-upper class, anti-public school, anti-colonial, anti-capitalist and anti-American’. But what were they for? Their domestic programme boiled down to more nationalisation, which was unlikely to impress the electorate; so instead they concentrated on international issues like West German rearmament and, eventually, nuclear disarmament.129 The fact was that, as another observer puts it, ‘a dense mist was obscuring the path to the socialist summit and there was neither map nor compass’.130


Bevan was a hefty, brilliant Welsh orator from the coalmining community of Tredegar who had pulled himself up by his bootstraps from the pit to Parliament. When he was elected as Member for Ebbw Vale in 1929, he was a man of exceptional youth among the gerontocrats who usually represented South Wales’ miners. Bevan was eloquent, passionate and fiercely independent; indeed, in the late thirties he was expelled from the party for flirting with the Communists. He was also the perfect example of what critics called ‘champagne socialism’; his marriage proposal to Jennie Lee was made in the splendid surroundings of the Café Royal, and the Conservative MP Brendan Bracken ridiculed him for being ‘a Bollinger Bolshevik’. After 1945, it was Bevan, as Minister of Health, who built the NHS, a formidable and enduring achievement; what was more, he also organised a house-construction programme that left a legacy of one million new homes. As a minister, therefore, he could point to a record that few British politicians could match, and he should have been a firm favourite to replace Attlee as party leader in 1954.131


Unfortunately for Bevan, many of his party colleagues detested him. Told that Bevan was his own worst enemy, the powerful trade unionist and Foreign Secretary Ernest Bevin commented: ‘Not while I’m alive he ain’t.’132 Herbert Morrison called him ‘wicked’, and Hugh Dalton wrote of his making ‘a violent speech, of nauseating egoism and sweating with hatred’.133 Even Richard Crossman, a great admirer of Bevan, called him ‘unpredictable, irascible, brilliant and occasionally cowardly’.134 And yet, for all his weaknesses, Bevan was a gifted and compelling political figure. When he was appointed to the Ministry of Health, his new permanent secretary privately described him as ‘a terrible fellow’ and told a friend that he was going to retire; several months later, he told the same friend that Bevan was ‘the best Minister I’ve ever worked for’ and that he would stay as long as Bevan did.135


Bevan’s great rival in the Labour Party was Hugh Gaitskell, who later remarked that he won the leadership in 1954 principally ‘because Bevan threw it at me by his behaviour’.136 The son of a senior civil servant in the Raj, Gaitskell had been educated at Winchester and Oxford, and taught economics before working in the civil service during the war and then becoming an MP. At Oxford he had not been a bookworm like the young Harold Wilson, but an aesthete, moving on the edges of a bohemian, homosexual set; as a young lecturer in Nottingham with an eye for the ladies, he even admitted that he saw nothing wrong with having ‘too much sex without the essential intellect’.137 An emotional, reckless man, he later kept up an affair with Ann Fleming, the fashionable hostess and wife of James Bond’s creator.138 Not for nothing did the Tory grandee Lord Hailsham write that he was ‘civilized but somewhat harem-bred’.139 Gaitskell’s commitment to socialism, unlike Bevan’s, sprang from a streak of romantic moralism rather than the surroundings of his youth. As an adult education lecturer in the Nottinghamshire coalfield in the late 1920s, he had been shocked by the poverty and misery he saw, and from that point onwards he nursed an understated but nonetheless potent passion for social justice.140 In the early fifties, having risen with astonishing speed to become Attlee’s Chancellor of the Exchequer, he found himself adopted by the more conservative trade union leaders who were looking for a rival to match Bevan, and after Bevan had destroyed his own chances of the leadership by a series of resignations and tantrums, Gaitskell coasted home.141


When Gaitskell became Labour leader, he was the youngest party leader of the century. Many on the left of the party were suspicious of this privileged, well-heeled young man who had risen so quickly through the ranks, and rumours of his lifestyle did not impress many Labour stalwarts. He lived in comfort in suburban Hampstead, listening to jazz, playing croquet, enjoying good food and fine wines, and dancing into the small hours.142 There were murmurs of discontent about the young middle-class intellectuals like Roy Jenkins and Anthony Crosland who gathered for dinner parties at his Hampstead home, chatting animatedly about art and music instead of politics and poverty.143 There were also complaints about Gaitskell’s rhetorical style, which although intellectually rigorous was also exceedingly dry, seldom revealing the passion of the man. In the public mind he was forever the civil servant; when people saw or heard him, they tended to think automatically of Whitehall and the BBC’s highbrow Third Programme.144 Harold Macmillan called Gaitskell ‘a cold-blooded Wykehamist intellectual’, and wrote after one debate that he ‘might have been a lecturer in Economics’.145 Unlike Macmillan and Bevan, Gaitskell often told his audiences what they did not want to hear, and unlike Bevan, he all too rarely had party members cheering in the aisles. The issues that he chose to discuss, like taxation, state education or colonial and racial questions, were associated more with a vague commitment to equality than with traditional socialist ambitions like public ownership and class solidarity. As his biographer puts it: ‘His banner was Conscience and Reform, not class struggle.’146


The split between Bevan and Gaitskell offers an intriguing glimpse into the uncomfortable alliance between working-class inspiration and middle-class progressivism that lay at the heart of the Labour movement. On the one hand, there was the unpredictable, flashing, galvanising oratory of the South Wales miner; on the other, the logical, clear, rational analysis of the Oxford-educated civil servant. Since the late forties they had been the two clear rivals for pre-eminence in the Labour movement, and it was not surprising that Bevan was bitter. After an argument during the Attlee years, a friend reminded Bevan that Gaitskell was ‘one of the really considerable men of the Government’. ‘Considerable?’ he replied in disbelief. ‘But he’s nothing, nothing, nothing!’147 The taunt that most people associated with Gaitskell, however, was Bevan’s line about his being ‘a desiccated calculating machine’, even though it had originally been directed at Attlee.148 Even so, in terms of policy there was less between them than was often imagined. It was not simply a question of left versus right, but largely a matter of what one writer calls ‘colour’: the brilliant red prophet of the pits versus the grey, suburban Whitehall mole.149 Bevan probably never accepted that beneath his rival’s surface coolness was a passionate commitment no less forceful and dynamic than his own. This ‘faction for faction’s sake’ continued until 1957, when Gaitskell and Bevan ostensibly buried their differences and Bevan became Shadow Foreign Secretary.150 He was never really at ease in the affluent society of the late fifties, and neither was he truly accepted by Gaitskell’s advisers.151 Even after his death in 1960, the bitterness lingered on.


The politicians of the fifties and sixties lived in a world that had been irrevocably altered by the Labour government elected in 1945. By the time Attlee left office in 1951, the foundations of what historians call the postwar settlement were in place: the welfare state; the commitment to maintaining full employment; the mixed, public–private economy; benevolent recognition of the trade unions; and British involvement in the Cold War. 152 The greatest of these accomplishments was the welfare state, based on the Liberal economist Sir William Beveridge’s famous report of 1942. The report had called for a full-scale attack on the ‘five giants’, Want, Disease, Ignorance, Squalor and Idleness, that had blighted British life before the war, and Beveridge provided the blueprint for state-funded social security, a national health service, free education and government intervention to guarantee full employment and cheap housing.153 Benefits were universal, from child benefit to schooling to medical treatment, and the funding came from a system of national insurance, whereby every employed person paid the same flat-rate contribution in return for the same benefits.154 No other system in the world aimed so high or had such universal principles, and the welfare state became, in Peter Hennessy’s words, ‘the talisman of a better post-war Britain’.155 It demanded a heavy financial commitment: between 1948 and 1958, for example, spending on state education doubled in real terms and, as a proportion of national income, grew by 75 per cent.156 But the results were impressive. Thanks to the National Health Service, for example, the dramatic medical advances of the post-war years made an impact in every town and village in Britain. Between 1938 and 1956, cases of diphtheria declined from 65,000 to fifty-three, infant mortality fell by half, maternal mortality was reduced by five-sixths, and tuberculosis was virtually wiped out.157 Although limited charges for prescriptions, dental treatment and glasses were introduced by Hugh Gaitskell in 1951, prompting a furious Bevan to resign from the Cabinet, the NHS by the late fifties was regarded as a national treasure and the subject of a genuine bipartisan consensus.158


Despite the achievement of building the welfare state, Attlee’s government had not really been a very radical one. There were no serious efforts to reform the House of Lords, the civil service, local government, industrial relations, the banks or the legal system; even the public schools and old universities were, at the beginning of the fifties, stronger than they had been ten years before.159 Indeed, the political commentator Anthony Howard even wrote in 1963 that Attlee had ‘brought about the greatest restoration of traditional values since 1660’.160 But this did make it much easier for the Conservatives to accept the welfare state and limited public ownership when they finally returned to power. The mood of the party was largely determined by younger Conservative members who saw themselves following in the footsteps of Disraeli and Baldwin. R. A. Butler, whose landmark legislation had already introduced free state education, later wrote that they had been working to develop ‘an alternative policy to Socialism that was viable, efficient and humane, which would release and reward enterprise and initiative but without abandoning social justice or reverting to mass unemployment’.161 Anthony Eden coined the phrase ‘a nation-wide property-owning democracy’ to describe the kind of society that the Conservatives wanted to build: one with more emphasis on private ownership and economic freedom than under Attlee, but with the same framework of social security and full employment.162 And so, when Churchill returned to 10 Downing Street in 1951, he made little effort to roll back the welfare state or even to return the nationalised industries to private hands.163 Unwilling to alienate working-class voters, his ministers appeared less interested in reversing the Labour legacy than in proving that they could manage it. ‘I have come to know the nation and what must be done to retain power,’ said Churchill: in other words, not much.164


For many contemporary observers, what characterised the fifties was not fierce political disagreement but an underlying mood of consensus and contentment. In 1953, Edward Hyams published his comic novel Gentian Violet, the tale of a working-class lad called James Blundell who advances in society thanks to his heroic war career and also contrives to maintain two identities. To his old mates he is still ordinary Jim Blundell, but to his new upper-class chums he is James Stewart-Blundell. The comic deception becomes even more complicated when he manages to win election to Parliament as both an industrial Labour Member and a rural Conservative. He has no difficulty in keeping up both roles; indeed, his fears of being found out once he arrives at the House of Commons prove to be without foundation:






Nobody noticed anybody else … A member might be on his feet talking away yet boring nobody, as nobody was obliged to listen … it reduced the most ambitious and domineering public men to the status of prefects, with certain privileges, like putting their feet on the table … If democracy was to be found anywhere, Jim felt, it was here in the House of Commons.


And Jim soon began to be very proud of being two members of it.165








This spirit of gentle good humour was an understandable reaction to the rigours of wartime and austerity, but it was also reinforced by the political values of the day. As the Observer put it in its Coronation supplement: ‘The country is today a more united and stabler society than it has been since the “Industrial Revolution” began.’166 This idea of consensus was more than just a convenient and reassuring myth. In very general terms, both political parties were operating in the shadow of the Liberal economist John Maynard Keynes. Put very simply, Keynes held that the market economy was not self-regulating, but instead needed the supervising hand of government to ensure that consumer demand was high. If demand were kept steady, then unemployment would remain under control. Keynes was not a socialist: he did not believe that the market economy should be overthrown, but instead thought that governments should actively regulate demand by fiscal means.167


By the end of the 1940s, the Keynesians were in full cry and classical, laissez-faire economists in retreat. ‘The Government accept as one of their primary aims and responsibilities the maintenance of a high and stable level of employment after the war,’ declared the wartime coalition’s White Paper on Employment Policy.168 Seven years later, when Butler took over at the Treasury, he congratulated himself on speaking ‘in the accents of Keynesianism’, promising ‘full employment and social security … [and] strong central control over the operation of the economy’.169 Both parties accepted Keynes’ argument that it was the duty of government to supervise the operation of the economy in good times and bad, and both were pledged to what was called Keynesian demand management. The story of British government in the fifties and sixties, therefore, was in large part the story of how successive Chancellors, Conservative and Labour, handled the problems of the economy.


Few prominent British politicians questioned the premises of Keynesian management until the seventies, and if they did, they were usually considered to be antediluvian crackpots. For the likes of Butler, Macmillan and Gaitskell, the Keynesian intellectual inheritance was close to being the holy grail of economic theory. All the same, the Keynesian model adopted during the post-war years had its limitations. As the socialist economist Evan Durbin pointed out, Keynes’ miracle ‘cure’ for unemployment might well ‘simply lead to an accelerated inflation, and ultimately a rise in prices’.170 Keynes himself was aware of the problem, but died without really addressing it. What refinements he might have developed had he lived beyond 1946 could not be known, but since the simplified outlines of his ideas appealed to the understandable free-spending instincts of political leaders and civil servants, the ‘ultimate manageability of the economy’ was cheerfully taken for granted.171 The men charged with the responsibility of managing the economy were politicians rather than professional economists, and it is doubtful whether many of Britain’s post-war Chancellors really understood the extremely complicated ramifications of the theory they claimed to support.172 Since the Attlee government had not taken the opportunity to build a more professional, streamlined unit in Whitehall to administer the welfare state, economic decisions were too often left to politicians who were under pressure to deliver vote-winning budgets just before a general election.173 If the choice were between long-term economic responsibility and short-term political survival, very few people would have the courage to choose the former.


The economy over which Conservative and Labour Chancellors presided during the 1950s and 1960s was mixed, part public and part private. Attlee’s Labour government had left most businesses in private hands, but had nationalised the cable and wireless companies, civil aviation, the coalmines, the gas and electricity utilities and the railways. Steel and road haulage had been nationalised only to be immediately sold off again by Churchill in the early fifties, and the Conservatives were not keen on taking any more business into public ownership. By 1960, therefore, the four major public corporations were the British Transport Commission, with 729,000 employees and an estimated turnover of £726 million; the National Coal Board, with 634,000 employees and a £937 million turnover; the various Electricity Boards, with 193,000 workers and a turnover of £340 million; and the Gas Boards, which had 124,000 workers and a turnover of £388 million.174 These leviathans dwarfed any of the big private companies. British Railways, part of the British Transport Commission, employed six times as many workers as the chemical giant ICI; the Electricity Board, meanwhile, consumed enough capital to build a new ICI every three years.175 But, although this represented a break from the thirties, the fact remains that the basic structures of the economy were not greatly altered. At the end of the 1950s, the two principal muscles of Britain’s industrial strength were the coal and steel industries, just as they had been for decades previously. Indeed, some historians have suggested that the roots of Britain’s post-war economic weakness lie in Attlee’s failure to take more radical steps to modernise British industry.176 On the other hand, no such steps were ever really likely. Britain had emerged from the war in a better state than its major European competitors, and neither Labour nor Conservative leaders saw any urgent need to tear down the old system and build another. Unemployment and inflation were both low, and the mixed economy that Attlee bequeathed to Churchill and Eden seemed to be working well.177 ‘The miracle has happened,’ said The Economist in 1954: ‘full employment without inflation.’178


According to the historian Correlli Barnett, the problems of the British economy in the late fifties and sixties can largely be blamed on the crippling burden of the welfare state.179 This does not really stand up; countries like West Germany, France and Sweden, whose economies performed better during the same period, all spent more money on welfare, not less. Even though the NHS was unusual in its scope and ambition, British governments in the fifties actually spent less on health services, per head, than any other European countries except Ireland and Italy.180 A more serious long-term problem was the tension between harmony at home and greatness abroad. Of all the Western allies, only the Americans spent more on defence than the British.181 The maintenance of an army on the Rhine, the commitment to build an atomic bomb and the decision to hang on to British bases in the Far East have been seen by historians as burdensome, extravagant and even irresponsible, however understandable in the context of the Cold War.182 Since both parties were pledged to maintain Britain’s world role, defence spending as a proportion of total government expenditure remained very high: 23 per cent in 1950, 24 per cent in 1960 and 17 per cent in 1970.183 In this context, it is hard to see the welfare state as a unique and crippling burden.184 Ultimately the problem for successive governments in the 1950s and 1960s was that they wanted to avoid the hard choice between social security at home and strategic advantage abroad. No ambitious politician in the 1950s wanted to be the scapegoat who pulled out the rug from beneath the Empire or the Atlantic alliance, but equally no one wanted the reputation of an uncaring skinflint bent on slashing the welfare state to ribbons.


What was more, heavy spending on overseas defence commitments exacerbated the balance of payments problem, which, as one historian puts it, was ‘poised like an axe over Britain’s recovery’.185 Put very simply, this had two dimensions. First, the pound was overvalued on the international exchange markets, standing at a fixed rate of $2.80.186 At the same time, its attractiveness to international speculators was decreasing, because they doubted that the long-term health of the British economy justified its value. There were four severe sterling crises between 1947 and 1957, and through much of the sixties the pound was almost constantly under threat, so there was often talk of further devaluation. To devalue the pound, however, was a considerable political risk. British exporters would benefit, since their products would be cheaper overseas, but the price of imports would shoot up overnight, raising the spectre of domestic inflation. Devaluation would also be a serious blow to national prestige and the reputation of the government; it looked like giving in to foreign speculation.187


The second dimension concerned the balance of payments itself: in other words, the flow of money in and out of the United Kingdom. Britain’s balance of trade was actually pretty healthy, since the total values of imports and exports were usually fairly similar.188 What explained the persistent balance of payments problems were the persistent deficits on the capital account: in other words, the bill for maintaining Britain as a world power overseas, which had to be paid for in sterling. Governments continually urged British manufacturers to produce more goods for export, in order to try and make up for the deficit. But the danger was that rising production and economic growth would only encourage people to spend their money on imported goods, making the haemorrhage of sterling out of the country even worse. Successive Chancellors of the Exchequer were therefore faced with a delicate balancing act. They needed to promote economic growth to meet their political goals of prosperity and popularity; at the same time, they had to encourage businesses to produce goods for foreign as well as domestic markets; and, simultaneously, they had somehow to restrain consumers from spending too much on foreign imports. To compound their difficulties, international trade was becoming more competitive in the fifties and sixties, so the British share of export markets was bound to come under threat. Harold Macmillan, who served as Eden’s last Chancellor, later admitted:






To maintain the British economy at the right level, between inflation and deflation, balancing correctly between too much and too little growth, was a delicate exercise. All the clever young economists and journalists and all the armchair experts could not resolve it. There were so many imponderables, and so many uncertainties. It was not a subject to be solved by mathematical formulae, or exact calculation. It was like bicycling along a tightrope.189








But in the early fifties these problems seemed little more than slight concerns. The mood was calm. The welfare state was up and running, rationing was coming to an end, the export industry was prospering, new houses were being built, and the new Conservative government seemed disinclined to challenge the substance of the Keynesian settlement. The personification of this mood of consensus was the mythical Mr Butskell, a conflation of the Conservative Chancellor Rab Butler and his Labour predecessor Hugh Gaitskell, invented by The Economist in 1954:






Mr Butskell is already a well-known figure in dinner table conversations in both Westminster and Whitehall and the time has come to introduce him to a wider audience. He is a composite of the present Chancellor and the previous one … Whenever there is a tendency to excess Conservatism within the Conservative Party – such as a clamour for too much imperial preference, for a wild dash to convertibility, or even for a little more unemployment to teach the workers a lesson – Mr Butskell speaks up for the cause of moderation from the Government side of the House; when there is a clamour for even graver irresponsibilities from the Labour benches, Mr Butskell has hitherto spoken up from the other.190








The catchphrase caught on. Butler was, after all, on the One Nation wing of the Conservative Party; and Gaitskell was seen as suspiciously right-wing by his Labour critics.191 Indeed, Butler recorded in his memoirs that he and Gaitskell had enjoyed a ‘warm’ relationship, and he thought that his Labour adversary was ‘a man of great humanity and sticking power’. On the other hand: ‘I shared none of his convictions, which were unquenchably Socialist, nor his temperament … Both of us, it is true, spoke the language of Keynesianism. But we spoke it with different accents and a differing emphasis.’ According to Butler, whereas he favoured ‘freedom and opportunity’, Gaitskell was keener on planning and controls.192 Gaitskell, however, admitted that there was a lot of truth in the analogy. Soon after Butler had replaced him at the Treasury, and long before the publication of the ‘Mr Butskell’ article, Gaitskell privately observed that the Conservatives ‘have really done exactly what we would have done, and have followed the same lines on controls, economic planning, etc…. Butler is on the extreme left of the Tory Party and is shrewd enough to understand that what they have got to do while in office is to live down the reputation inherited from their periods of office in the thirties.’193


Butler and Gaitskell had their differences, of course, but they also had a shared commitment to Keynesian management and moderate, professional administration.194 The parallels between them were widely thought to reflect the wider affinities between the two parties and, beyond that, the mood of the country as a whole. There was no Conservative backlash against the welfare state, while on the Labour benches the verses of the Red Flag were sung more with nostalgic reverie than with socialist fervour.195 ‘Party differences’, said Churchill in 1954, ‘are now in practice mainly those of emphasis.’196 Of course the two parties still had their genuine and bitter disagreements; they emphasised contrasting values and spoke to vastly different constituencies. Indeed, the loyalty of their voting blocs and the nail-biting closeness of elections in the early fifties suggest that the electorate still thought that they stood for very different things. Yet, however divergent their goals, they followed strikingly similar courses in office, especially by the standards of more fevered periods like the 1930s or the 1980s.197 As the Conservative strategist Michael Fraser explained thirty years later, there was ‘a good deal of common ground’ between Labour and the Conservatives, even if there was no ‘unity of aim’. ‘The real position’, he wrote, ‘was like that of two trains, starting off from parallel platforms at some great London terminus and running for a time on broadly parallel lines but always heading for very different destinations.’198


Despite the excitement of the introduction of the welfare state and the tension of the Cold War, this was not an era of great political passion. Most partisan disagreements took place within the Butskellite framework; intellectual challenges to it, whether from left or right, tended to be ignored or derided. By the standards of other periods in the twentieth century, university common rooms were empty of political discussion or ideological ferment. Voters loyally turned out to support their favoured party, but displayed little active interest in public affairs. In 1953 a survey of political activity in Derby found that only 11 per cent of those interviewed were members of a political party: of these, two-thirds still did not attend political meetings.199 Six years later, another survey discovered that barely 15 per cent of respondents described themselves as ‘very interested in politics’, while a further 20 per cent were unable to name a single major politician.200 ‘This is an essentially satisfied country,’ announced the Daily Express in 1955. ‘The basic problems of sharing wealth in an industrial community have been solved.’202


In intellectual circles, the epitome of the fifties consensus was the Anglo-American monthly Encounter, an anti-Communist publication that appealed to moderate readers of both left and right, celebrated the triumph of Keynesianism and even proclaimed ‘the end of ideology’. In April 1955 it ran an article by the American sociologist Edward Shils, who taught at the London School of Economics and Manchester, analysing the contentment of British society in the age of Mr Butskell. British intellectuals, Shils said, were united by their fondness for ‘continental holidays, the connoisseurship of wine and food, the knowledge of wild flowers and birds, acquaintance with the writings of Jane Austen, a knowing indulgence for the worthies of the English past, an appreciation of “more leisurely epochs”, doing one’s job dutifully and reliably, the cultivation of personal relations’. These were values that spoke more of conservatism and complacency than vigour and originality. He explained:






There are complaints here and there and on many specific issues, but – in the main – scarcely anyone here in Great Britain seems any longer to feel there is anything fundamentally wrong. On the contrary, Great Britain on the whole, and especially in comparison with other countries, seems to the British intellectual of the mid-1950s to be all right and even much more than that. Never has an intellectual class found its society and its culture so much to its satisfaction.202
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SUPERMAC






I’ve been thinking about this for a long time. Something for the benefit of the country as a whole. What should it be, I thought, become a blood donor or join the Young Conservatives? Anyway, as I’m not looking for a wife and I can’t play table tennis, here I am.


‘The Blood Donor’, Hancock’s Half Hour (1961)








Just after six on the evening of 9 January 1957, Sir Anthony Eden’s car pulled into the forecourt of Buckingham Palace and the Prime Minister emerged for his final audience with the monarch. Within half an hour he was Prime Minister no longer, and the hunt was on for his replacement. The appointment was not in the hands of the national electorate, the Conservative Party membership or even the parliamentary party, because it was the Queen’s royal prerogative to appoint a new first minister. Reports suggested that she would wait until the following day before summoning the chosen candidate to the Palace, as had been the case in 1955 when Eden had smoothly replaced Churchill. The following morning, therefore, British voters read over their breakfast tables the news that Eden was out and that, although no new Prime Minister had yet been appointed, there was only one likely replacement. The new leader, according to almost every major newspaper in the land, would be the man who had stood in for Eden during his recuperation in Jamaica, the current Home Secretary and former Chancellor, the moderate, lugubrious R. A. Butler.1


Eden and his wife certainly thought that Butler would succeed him.2 So did Butler himself. That night he enjoyed a meal with his family in Smith Square and asked – rather tempting fate, so his sister thought – ‘What shall I say in my broadcast to the nation tomorrow?’3 Such reckless confidence was untypical of the man. He was the quintessential British public servant, his father being an Indian imperial administrator and later Master of Pembroke College, Cambridge. ‘Rab’ had been educated at Marlborough and Cambridge, where he emerged with a double first, and having been just too young to fight in the Great War, he moved smoothly into a Cambridge fellowship and then a safe Conservative seat. During the thirties he had been a consummate young man on the inside track, moving quickly up the political hierarchy, steadfastly loyal to his great hero Stanley Baldwin and the party leadership.4 He became closely identified with appeasement, not merely because he was so faithful to Baldwin, Chamberlain and Halifax, but also because his own personal qualities – loyalty, reasonableness, decency, unambitious complacency and so on – were themselves associated with the failure to stand up to Hitler.5 But, despite his links with the appeasers, Butler was one of the brightest stars of Churchill’s wartime government. As Education Minister in 1944, he was responsible for the landmark legislation that introduced free schooling for all children under fourteen, and as Chancellor and Leader of the House in the fifties he was one of the keenest pioneers of the new consensual Conservatism. By 1957, few senior Tories were better known in the country, and certainly very few were as liberal. His characteristic appearance was a kind of stooping, slightly battered scruffiness, and he was a laconic, thoughtful man, capable of dryly withering asides and wicked indiscretions. And on 10 January 1957, he woke confident that within hours he would be asked to come to the Palace and accept the Queen’s invitation to form a government.


Only one plausible rival stood between Butler and the leadership. This was a man whose career had been intertwined with his and had long been in Butler’s shadow. Harold Macmillan was, at sixty-two, eight years older than Rab; he was an Old Etonian, a Balliol man, and the son-in-law of the Duke of Devonshire. But while Butler had been making himself indispensable to the Tory leadership in the thirties, Macmillan had been a rebel, speaking up for his poorer constituents in Stockton-on-Tees, temporarily resigning the party whip to write a book, The Middle Way (1938), on the need for centralised planning and economic nationalism, and even calling for a new party combining ‘all that is best of Left and Right’, to be led by Herbert Morrison.6 While Butler was serving as one of Chamberlain’s most trusted junior ministers, Macmillan dressed the guy on his family bonfire in a familiar frock-coat and black Homburg and equipped him with a rolled umbrella.7 While Butler was content to support Baldwin’s consensual Conservatism, Macmillan bitterly attacked ‘casino capitalism’, insisted that ‘free competition’ was dead, and called for the adoption of ‘socialistic methods and principles’.8 Butler was a solid, dependable Conservative; Macmillan himself admitted he was ‘not a good Tory’.9 Clement Attlee once called him ‘by far the most radical man I’ve known in politics … He was a real left-wing radical in his social, human and economic thinking.’ Macmillan had come very close to joining the Labour Party in the thirties; had he done so, Attlee said, he would have become its leader.10 Instead, Macmillan stuck it out in the Conservative Party, was rewarded by Churchill with ministerial office, and proved an extremely effective housing minister in the early fifties. The Tories had made a rash promise to build 300,000 houses a year, more than even Bevan had managed, and Macmillan’s qualities of drive and showmanship were ideally suited to the task. He scaled down the construction standards for council houses, lobbied hard for financial resources, and made so much fuss that when the target was reached in 1953 he reaped the benefit of the attendant publicity, triumphantly handing over the keys before the assembled press photographers.11


In December 1955 Macmillan was appointed Chancellor of the Exchequer, and within nine months he was caught up in the Suez controversy, where his record was less than impressive. During the Cabinet discussions of August 1956, he had, as one critic puts it, ‘appointed himself, as it were, chief extremist’, defying Treasury warnings and blithely assuring his colleagues that the Americans would go along with the invasion scheme.12 And yet, when the crunch arrived, he was the first to crumble. Within the course of a couple of days he had gone, as Brendan Bracken remarked, from ‘wanting to tear Nasser’s scalp off with his own finger nails’ to being ‘leader of the bolters’.13 By any standards this was a humiliating and yet curiously shameless exhibition. Macmillan had been consistently and spectacularly wrong and misleading, but now he had reversed himself completely. As one historian puts it: ‘Considering the role he had played so far, all his talk of “all or nothing”, of “selling Britain’s last securities”, of “dying in the last ditch”, this was a sensational loss of nerve.’14


It was not Macmillan who had to clear up the Suez mess, but his main rival. Eden was away at Goldeneye, and Butler, as acting Prime Minister, was in charge of extricating the British forces in the least humiliating manner possible and trying to mend fences with the Eisenhower administration. The American terms were punitive, and the government was forced to agree to a total and unconditional withdrawal, with no chance of a bargain to save face. As the bearer of bad news to a mutinous Conservative Party, Butler was in a tricky position. After announcing the terms to the House of Commons on 22 September, he agreed to explain the situation to the 1922 Committee, the assembly of Tory backbenchers. That evening he made a vital and disastrous mistake. He took Macmillan, as Chancellor, with him, turning the occasion into a joint appearance. While Butler gave a quiet and low-key speech explaining the importance of the terms, Macmillan then followed with over thirty minutes of ‘a veritable political organ voluntary … pulling out every stop and striking every majestic chord in his well-practised repertoire’, dazzling his audience with his dramatic vigour.15 Enoch Powell, then a young parliamentary secretary at the Ministry of Housing, later wrote that he never trusted Macmillan after that moment. It was ‘one of the most horrible things that I remember in politics … seeing the way in which Harold Macmillan, with all the skill of the old actor manager, succeeded in false-footing Rab. The sheer devilry of it verged on the disgusting.’16 Powell, however, was in a minority. Most backbenchers had fallen head over heels for Macmillan’s rhetorical magic. Their patriotism and their pride had been wounded; they did not want to hear the blunt truths that Butler had to tell them, but they responded warmly to Macmillan’s mixture of flattery, self-pity, anti-American resentment and shameless self-promotion. With his confident guardsman’s bearing, he even looked more like a statesman than the scruffy, stooping, careworn Butler.17


The Queen had the right to invite any politician she chose to form a government, but in practice it was clear that she would allow herself be guided by the grandees of the Tory Establishment. Eden’s last Cabinet had been held at five in the evening of his resignation, and after he had made his announcement to his colleagues, the meeting broke up. Excluding Eden, Macmillan and Butler, there remained fourteen members of the Cabinet, and, one by one, they were called by the Marquess of Salisbury, the Lord President of the Council, and Lord Kilmuir, the Lord Chancellor, to Salisbury’s room in the Privy Council Offices. Kilmuir later recalled the scene:






There were two light reliefs. Practically each one began by saying, ‘This is like coming to the Headmaster’s study.’ To each Bobbety [Salisbury] said, ‘Well, which is it, Wab or Hawold?’ As well as seeing that remainder of the ex-Cabinet, we interviewed the Chief Whip and Oliver Poole, the Chairman of the Party. John Morrison, the Chairman of the 1922 Executive, rang me up from Islay the next day. An overwhelming majority of Cabinet Ministers was in favour of Macmillan as Eden’s successor, and back-bench opinion, as reported to us, strongly endorsed this view.18








Although Butler was the favourite and by most accounts the more popular man in the country, he had won the support of only three of his Cabinet colleagues.19 The following morning Lord Salisbury took the news to the Queen. Macmillan, meanwhile, was closeted in 11 Downing Street reading Pride and Prejudice, which he said was ‘very soothing’, and Butler was nervously strolling along the Embankment, telling a curious cameraman: ‘I’m taking a walk – the best thing to do in the circumstances.’ Just before noon Macmillan had the telephone call he was expecting, asking him to come to the Palace after lunch; shortly afterwards Butler received a visit from Edward Heath, the Chief Whip. Despite his nerves, Butler was still confident of victory. ‘As I entered,’ Heath later wrote, ‘his face lit up with his familiar, charming smile … “I am sorry, Rab,” I said, “it’s Harold.” He looked utterly dumbfounded.’20


Conspiracy theorists were quick to pick over the bones of the succession, alleging that it had all been a fix in favour of Macmillan. Salisbury was one of Macmillan’s strongest backers, and it is just possible that he exerted influence over his more junior colleagues. On the other hand, both Salisbury and Kilmuir were respected party grandees and members of the House of Lords: under the undemocratic system of the early fifties, it is hard to see how else a name could have emerged.21 Certainly Macmillan was the overwhelming choice of the Cabinet, although not of Anthony Eden, who was not formally consulted.22 The truth is that Butler was never quite as popular among his Tory colleagues as was imagined. Many of the pro-Suez MPs thought that he had been a ditherer over the operation from the beginning and saw him as a convenient scapegoat for the failure of the enterprise. In private he had been wildly indiscreet, confiding his doubts to groups of Conservative Members in an almost self-destructive way. The fateful meeting of the 1922 Committee counted against him; he had been dishevelled, flat and mournfully honest at a time when MPs were desperate for comfort and charisma.23 Butler was also unpopular with many Members who thought he was too clever by half, a fault often attributed to intelligent, witty Conservatives by their dimmer colleagues. Even after Macmillan had become Prime Minister, Butler treated him with a kind of dry, witty condescension. Macmillan loved to advertise his classical learning, and once greeted Butler, his deputy, while clutching a volume of Livy. Butler gently picked up the book and glanced at the cover. ‘Ah, Livy,’ he remarked; and then, slightly bemused: ‘But I always thought of Livy as a fourth-form text.’24


The new Prime Minister, meanwhile, had a personal sparkle that Butler could never match. As his official biographer puts it, Macmillan was a man of paradoxes: ‘by turns crofter and duke manqué, scholar and swordsman; he was compassionate and ruthless, pessimistic and optimist, fatalist and devout Christian’.25 Identities came and went as the mood took him. His background, when examined closely, was much more complicated than Butler’s. His father was a hard-working Scottish publisher, his mother a wealthy and domineering American Midwesterner. During the First World War he saw action with the Grenadier Guards, watched many of his friends die, was seriously wounded himself and returned to Britain something of an emotional wreck, transfixed by pessimism and guilt. As we have seen, he was in the thirties something of a radical, an early convert to Keynesianism who thought about joining Oswald Mosley’s New Party before Mosley went over to fascism, and who might have joined the Labour Party had it been less economically cautious. He was a man fascinated by religion and spirituality, who toyed with conversion to Rome while a young man. Only Asquith and Churchill rivalled him as the best-read Prime Minister of the century; we have already encountered him reading Austen and Livy, and at many critical moments he would retire to immerse himself in the classics.26


Like Eden and Butler, Macmillan had also known deep sadness in his personal life. Eden made a disastrous first marriage; Butler’s first wife died of cancer in December 1954.27 Macmillan’s marriage, meanwhile, was by any standards a harrowing business. His wife, Lady Dorothy Cavendish, was nineteen when they married in 1920, while he was twenty-six; she was sensual and selfish, while he was bookish and sensitive. She quite swiftly embarked on a lifelong affair with his fellow Tory MP Robert Boothby, who was later acknowledged as the father of the Macmillans’ fourth child, Sarah. When Harold discovered the truth in 1929, an event that Boothby sardonically referred to as the ‘Great Crash’, he was shattered. For the rest of his life he remained faithful to his errant wife, whom he did not divorce: in other words, he was condemned to permanent abstinence. They kept up appearances for the sake of his career, but in private, as Dorothy put it, ‘I am faithful to Bob.’ Sarah Macmillan was told quite casually, and cruelly, that Boothby was her real father while she was an undergraduate at Oxford, and died at the age of forty after battling with severe alcoholism. She also had to cope with a broken marriage and the effects of an abortion forced on her by Dorothy for the sake of Harold’s career, which left her sterile. All in all, it was not a happy story.28 The evidence of Cabinet papers suggests that Macmillan worked extremely long hours. No doubt the unhappiness of his family life had a great deal to do with it.29


Macmillan needed to be a good actor to keep the pain of his marriage hidden from the public, and he was. Indeed, it was his talent as a performer, if a rather hammy one, that contemporary observers most associated with him. Bernard Levin, a very unsympathetic critic, thought that he came over as ‘a down-at-heel actor resting between engagements at the decrepit theatres of minor provincial towns, his ability minimal for anything but hoodwinking fools by the thousands and million’.30 And Macmillan was typically portrayed as an ageing relic of a bygone era, not least because he himself played up to this image. Although only sixty-two, he frequently put on the act of a man much older in order to win the sympathy of his audiences, to evoke a sense of pre-war nostalgia, or to affect a faded grandeur that he did not really possess.31 It even seemed that, the further British power receded from its Edwardian heights, the more determined Macmillan became to conceal the decline by presenting himself as a breezy Edwardian grandee. The Economist quipped that Conservative Central Office were faced with the task of ‘trying to project in 1958 a Prime Minister obstinately determined to reflect 1908’.32


Macmillan’s appearance of doddering bonhomie masked the self-protecting ruthlessness essential for political success. Rab Butler told a friend that his new chief was conscientious and hard working, but also noted that he was ‘ruthless’ and had ‘an infinite capacity for elasticity’.33 Above all, Macmillan had the killer instinct. ‘I like both Butler and Eden,’ he wrote in 1952. ‘They both have great charm. But it has been cruelly said that in politics there are no friends at the top. I fear it is so.’34 Ever since Eden’s departure for Jamaica, he had been planning ahead and busily working the Commons tea-room circuit. Like so many successful politicians, Macmillan saw his public role as a part to be played like any other, and he carefully used his antiquated manner to disguise the cool, cynical intelligence that had propelled him to the top. If intelligent observers recognised that there were elements of burlesque and self-parody in the performance, then no harm was done; indeed, the Edwardian self-confidence initially seemed a breath of fresh air after Eden’s hollow earnestness. As L. A. Siedentrop noted seven years after Macmillan’s retirement, he came close to resembling ‘an American’s Englishman – the slight exaggeration of a type’:
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