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For my grandchildren Matthew and David as well as their generation who must fight against the dying of the light




 


 


 


‘we that are young


Shall never see so much, nor live so long.’


                  The Duke of Albany in King Lear




Prologue


In the fading light of an English summer sun, on a quiet beach located on our southern coast, I watched the tide break upon the shore and surge back towards the deep. Its roar drew me to the water’s edge where I cooled my bare feet, like I had done in 1927 when I visited the sea for the first time. Then, I was a bairn of just four on a bank-holiday outing to Southport with my parents and older sister Alberta.


It was the first and last vacation I would have with my parents because, two years later, the crash of 1929 destroyed Britain. It ruined us along with millions of other families who were caught in the violent buckling of the world’s financial tectonic plates that reduced Britain’s working class to beggary.


Above me, a lonely gull rode slips of air and mournfully screeched out across the empty ether as if calling for absent friends, lovers and mates. I understood the bird’s melancholy because in the wind I heard death whisper that he was coming for me.


My life is at eventide, and the curtain of night is closing in upon my time on this earth. I am almost one hundred years old. I know death is waiting for me but there are still some things that I must do before my life’s journey is complete. I must set before my grandchildren and others the story of my early life. I must let them know about my struggles and that of my generation to build a more equal country for all and how that relates to today’s politics. I must remind them to be vigilant against demagogues because the ugly spectre of fascism has started to stir again across the globe. It was contained once behind the thick walls of a functioning welfare state but, as they have now begun to crumble, all past evils are running out like mice through rotting floorboards. There is so much I must say because I do not wish to suffer the torment my mother endured before she died. She had kept her tongue still about many regrets in her life.


Ah, poor Mum, her guilt was great – it was bigger than the cancerous tumour killing her – for sins she thought she’d done to my dad, me and her other children during the Great Depression era. She begged for my forgiveness, for the harm she may have caused me during the 1930s. ‘I was trying to keep thee alive and thy sister but it was so bloody hard.’


Whether it’s summer or winter, my body is always cold now. I can feel, in my bones, that same chill I felt as a lad when the icy winds came down off the Yorkshire Moors in late autumn. During those days when winter was at our windowsill, my mum would lament, ‘Fetch some coal for your mam, and I’ll light a fire that will warm our blood. I’ll tell you tales of your ancestors, who lived in Yorkshire for as long as there has been history written about our land.’


Now, at the age of ninety-four, I know death is coming for me and there are not many more winters, springs, summers or autumns left for me to see. Each season that now passes is a reminder that it may be the last time I bask in the glow of sunshine, feel the sting of an autumn rain or sense the cold when snow falls upon my face.


Even when I go to sleep, I feel death is waiting for me: I see his visage in the corner of my dreams. He beguiles me in slumber because I often see the dead faces of my parents, my sisters, brothers, wife and my middle son beckoning me to follow them.


Ah, death didn’t have as much patience for those I loved as he has had with me. No, he took my sisters, my wife and one of my sons too soon. It was as if he was in a rush and needed to satisfy quickly his appetite for their lives.


When death comes for me I will walk with a calm certitude into his jaws. I’ll go willingly to the other side because I’ve fought death many times. In fact, I’ve been battling and cheating death since my birth in the slums of Barnsley, where infant mortality was as deadly as it is for kids in many Third World countries today. I’ve been outrunning death from the moment the midwife slapped my bottom with hands calloused from scrubbing stone floors and rolling coarse shag cigarettes between her fingers.


Death didn’t catch me when I was a child because I was too nimble. However, in the 1920s and the 1930s, he didn’t have to run far to steal another child’s life because systemic poverty had left millions of bairns in Britain susceptible to all manner of diseases or illness. Poverty and societal indifference could make one’s time on this earth a brief, fleeting appearance if you were from the working class.


Hell, I even beat death in the maelstrom of the Second World War when over 60 million lives were extinguished across the continents of this earth. Death came for all of those victims of war as if those individuals were no more than flames on Captain Webb matchsticks being blown out on a draughty street. Snap and the lives of millions were extinguished. It’s hard to believe, but I walked away from the greatest letting of blood known to civilisation without even a shaving nick when all of Europe was reduced to a charnel house because of the mad ambitions of dictators and demagogues. Today, when I see the politics of hate erupt up like diseased ooze from an infected boil across nations that once held firm to democracy, I cannot help but think of those long-dead tyrants such as Hitler, Stalin and Tojo who set the world of my youth ablaze.


Still, I survived those days and when I exchanged my RAF blue serge uniform for a worker’s smock and cap, after the war, I survived life in the civilian world. But it was easier to live after the war because the world was changing and a new ethos was developing that proclaimed everyone had a right to a good life regardless of where they stood on society’s ladder.


Somehow, death didn’t have as much determination to finish me off back then as he does now. He approaches me with a resolve to have done with me. This time, I am sure death won’t let me slip through his snare like he has too often over the years that we have been acquainted. Now, he stalks me in the same manner as a lion hunts wounded prey with a slow ease because it knows that it can snatch me at any moment.


Still, he has an appetite for me. I feel him waiting for me in the shadows like a mugger waits in a ginnel for drunks after last orders.


After so many years alive, I am comprised of many moments that are both ordinary and profound. They define my personality and my outlook on life. But they will all evaporate from me like smoke from a chimney pot on a winter’s morning when the second of my two remaining sons closes my eyes on my death bed and my body is dispatched to the crematorium ovens. My ashes will be scattered over the dales of Yorkshire that I once rambled across with my young wife and our friends during a time when Britain was transforming itself into a social democracy after the Second World War.


Once my mortal remains have been dissolved by the hard rains that frequently fall upon Yorkshire, I am confident that my sojourn on this earth, my few good deeds and my many human trespasses will be quickly forgotten by all but a handful who knew me. Within a year or less of my death, even their memories of all my character traits – the way I combed my hair, laughed, drank my coffee, acted decently to one person or perhaps failed to empathise with another – will evaporate like rain in the desert.


Sometimes I wish humans could live as long as the Galapagos Islands turtle so we might acquire some wisdom. But I am not so sure we would any more after so many senior citizens voted for Brexit or Donald Trump. Perhaps it’s the young today that have wisdom because they are learning to live with the selfishness of the baby-boomer generation that helped create neo-liberalism and made it fashionable to disparage the welfare state while enjoying all of its benefits.


The span of my life leaves me in awe. To think, I was born only twenty years after Kitty Hawk when humanity first took to the skies in primitive mechanised flight in 1903, and now nuclear missiles can reach their targets thousands of miles away in less than thirty minutes. Our thirst to do great things like find a cure for cancer and our hunger to do harm to others like selling weapons to Saudi Arabia astonish me.


Make no mistake; I know we have progressed much since I was in short pants. When I was born, your class determined the quality of your life. But after the war against Hitler, the notion that wealth entitled you to the best of times, and poverty the worst, was done away with; the welfare state and improved education helped make Britain a meritocracy. Alas, the price of a long life is perhaps to see the axis of society gravitate back to the past.


Housing and education are again increasingly becoming something only the rich can afford. In 2017, a house costs on average seven times the annual wage of the purchaser. Owning a home is out of reach for many, who can’t even rely upon affordable housing since around eighty councils have no social housing thanks to right-to-buy; for those who live in areas that still have social housing, waiting times can be a decade or more. This has caused the use of private rental accommodation to increase by 50 per cent since 2002 and, as demand is high, rents have become precipitous.


The situation has been no different when it comes to higher education ever since the Tories, from the 2012 academic year onwards, trebled the cap for undergraduate tuition fees to £9,000 per annum. As the government has also axed grants for poor students, it is little wonder that only 32 per cent of respondents in a 2016 survey conducted by the Institute for Higher Learning said they were getting value for money. Today’s young know what my generation learned a long time ago: the future is precarious for those who live on the periphery. It staggers me to think that Theresa May’s government is intent on returning Britain’s education system to a time when entry into grammar schools determined whether you lived in the comfort of a middle-class life or in the sweat of the working-class world.


Since I was born in the shadow of the Great War, society has made enormous strides in the advancement of technology and medicine. Humanity can now splice the genome, build artificial intelligent life and prolong our existence with pharmaceutical medicine. What I just don’t understand is that for every step forward we make in science, we seem to take two steps back socially. We are becoming as primitive as the gas-lit world of my youth because we still refuse to eradicate greed and poverty through progressive taxation reform. Inequality is so bad today that full-time work no longer guarantees a person’s escape from poverty and that spells the return to the Britain of my youth, which was a truly dog-eat-dog world.


My past is not yet your future but the eventuality of it hangs in the balance because democracy is no longer serving the needs of all its citizens. Across the globe a rising tide of strongman politics has soaked society in a hailstorm of hate and bigotry. Social media has connected more people than ever before in human history but it has divided more because these platforms have been overwhelmed by propaganda, racism, fake news or, as the new American government likes to call it, alternative facts. People today are as susceptible to the allure of a new Hitler or Lenin because, even though they have more information at their fingertips than my generation ever did to disprove the lies of these new political hatemongers, they choose to be ignorant of history.


As life runs from my body like the last dregs of a good wine from a bottle, I have tried to connect and interpret the events, the people, the love and the loneliness I have encountered on my journey.


All of humanity – me, you, your children, all who you love – are granted just a short time to savour life and gain some wisdom from existence before we are no more than photographs trapped in trunks that store trinkets and memories from long ago.


The past seems closer to me now than the future because I have only a few brief breaths left to take on this earth. All my deeds, or at least the ones that define me as a son, a brother, a soldier, an employee, a husband, friend and father, were done a long time ago. Now, I am like a star that someone sees up in the dark winter sky; all my brilliant light burned a long time ago in a far-off place.


But while I am here, I will use whatever time I have left to remember the years of my youth that were spent in inhumane poverty because our British society in the early twentieth century was divided unequally between the elite and the downtrodden.


Those memories from my early life are proof to me that today’s Britain doesn’t have to live under the yoke of austerity. The young today can, like my generation, become activists and join trade unions and political parties to compel our government to make society benefit all of its inhabitants, not just the lucky few born to economic privilege. Today’s youth will have to mobilise their fight for social justice through social media, memes, online protests and any other new device or app used for mass communication.


Right now, Britain and the world are at the most dangerous juncture since the 1930s. We have become enamoured by the escapism populist politics provides where we can fit the blame of our woes on migrants or big institutions, which is why the European Union referendum was not an exercise in democracy but in Tory cynicism. Sadly, we the people will pay a heavy cost for the brinkmanship of David Cameron and the machinations of Farage, Gove and Johnson. Brexit will be Britain’s tragedy but the election of Donald Trump as president is a calamity the whole world will be forced to bear. His actions will reverberate through the world and make Brexit and our government’s continuing policy of austerity more punitive to those of our citizens who can least afford it. Democracy, society and our very core beliefs of compassion and decency have all been threatened by the forces that unleashed both Brexit and Trump.


It’s why I want my grandchildren and people much younger than myself to know that we have faced these challenges before, and all is not lost. We have stood up against tyranny, against oppression both social and economic, and we have been victorious. We have resisted the darkness that comes to societies that are decayed by their contempt for democracy. We as a people will always persevere because I’ve seen the sun rise over Britain when the working class and middle class strived together to make a more perfect society.


I have witnessed governments in the past use fair legislation to end the greed of elites that grew across early twentieth-century society like mould on old bread. The power of justice, the endurance of hope as well as humanity’s thirst for fair play and a right to have a say in how their lives are led will always triumph, no matter how long the forces of darkness reign. We must remember that Hitler didn’t last, nor Stalin; imperial colonies disappeared and the Iron Curtain fell. Essentially, humanity will always stumble towards the light. I know this because I was born in the darkness of unmitigated capitalism but at the age of twenty-two helped transform Britain by voting in the 1945 general election.


I am not an academic or a historian; I am just an old man who is a living bridge to your history. Today’s austerity, politics of hate and class divisions can only be defeated when the young once again own the history of their grandparents or great-grandparents’ generation. My words are not a guide, a step-by-step instruction booklet on how to survive austerity; they are just lessons of hope, love and endurance from my past. This is also my testament to you about what will happen if you don’t begin to defend the welfare state, which is your birth right: your ancestors sacrificed their lives in both the Great Depression and the Second World War to make Britain a green and pleasant land for everyone, not just the wealthy few.




Chapter One:


Downfall


I didn’t see the defeat of the Labour Party in the May 2015 general election coming. But it came nevertheless in the early morning after polling day, when most of Britain slumbered. To many on the left, the end came with the same shock as would the unexpected death of a loved one through a car accident on the motorway. It certainly rattled me when, some time between 2.00 and 2.20 a.m. on the morning of 8 May, political pundits on every network declared Ed Miliband’s ambitions to become the next Prime Minister of Britain dead. I don’t think I’d emotionally invested as much in a general election since 1945. But owing to the hour, the weeks I had spent on the campaign trail, the speeches I’d given across the country in support of a progressive Labour Party that would protect our NHS from privatisation, I felt at that moment more emptiness than grief.


All I could think was that austerity would be with us forever like a winter that refuses to yield to spring. I felt drained and a fool to have waited up to watch my dreams, and the dreams of millions of others, dashed. I thought to myself that at my age I should have been tucked up in my bed fast asleep but I wasn’t. Instead, I was at a party that had been arranged for Labour Party HQ members to celebrate a victory that never came. I was in the den of a Whitehall wine bar that reminded me more of an air-raid bunker than a boozer.


It hadn’t been my first election party that night – I’d gone to several to hopefully feel in the emotions of the crowd that same enthusiasm my generation felt in the summer of 1945 when Labour won that general election.


But it wasn’t to be. By ten o’clock that evening the exit polls had foretold that Labour’s political fortunes were done. So, when I arrived at this last election party around midnight, the mood among the guests was already lugubrious. The guests’ drunkenness looked both pained and desperate. It was pure and simple disbelief mixed with fear, which bubbled over them and left them disoriented.


Neither the drink nor even the late hour allowed anyone in this bar to forget that Labour had lost the election to the Conservatives not by an inch but by a mile.


Labour’s defeat was so absolute that even the possibility of a hung parliament evaporated over the course of the night; the Tories won a slim majority of twelve seats in the House of Commons. The left and centre, with the exception of the Scottish National Party, had been savaged by the electorate. The Liberal Democrats were reduced to eight seats as punishment for being either too reluctant or too willing to play dance partner to David Cameron’s austerity waltz. Every Labour Party functionary who was in that wine bar with me was painfully aware that tomorrow and every other day to come for another five years belonged to the Tories and their vision for Britain. Meanwhile, the vote for UKIP on the more extreme right had risen from 3.1 per cent to 12.6 per cent since 2010.


At the moment of defeat, all around the wine bar Labour workers commiserated in small packs, texting drunkenly, fumbling for words to express a grief writ large by too many sleepless nights and a stomach full of Pinot Grigio.


On their faces, flushed with drink and disappointment, I saw the pain of the Labour Party across the many decades of my life: 1951, 1977, 1982, 2010. The style of haircut and clothes might have changed but not the look of abject sorrow on the faces of those who had put their heart and soul into fighting for ideas they thought would transform our nation for the better.


So it goes, I whispered to myself. But then my heart began to ache for the millions of people who wanted this election to put an end to austerity before it rubbed away their social safety net and their aspirations.


It was time for me to leave what had become a funeral wake at the wine bar and return to my budget hotel. Outside, the air was cool and fresh with the approach of morning. I breathed it deep into my lungs and remembered how many times through my life I had tasted the sweetness of the early morning. I knew that taste as a lad in Bradford when my family did dead-of-night runners before the landlord seized our scant possessions because of rent arrears. The air then, like on that night of Labour’s loss, was pure.


A black cab picked me up and drove me across a London that dozed in the shadow of its somnolent skyscrapers. Those giant buildings of glass and steel stood as silent as clay soldiers entombed in a Chinese emperor’s mausoleum. However, while the city lay recumbent, pundits on LBC spoke like commentators at an FA cup final. In caffeinated voices, people said Labour was finished and needed both new management and new players. Little did I know then how much Labour’s game board would be changed by this election defeat. None of the old guard would be permitted a crack at leadership because of the sheer enormity of defeat. As my black cab floated across the deserted streets of our capital towards King’s Cross and my hotel, I knew this was a turning point for the party I’ve loved since my youth. I just didn’t realise that it would cause so much upheaval that, two years after the election, Labour’s prospects would be worse than when the votes were tabulated in 2015.


I yawned and stared through the taxi window to try to gain some perspective on the night and the long election. I watched the rough sleepers toss and turn on beds made of worn cardboard and it reminded me of my youth when I saw the derelicts of Barnsley, Bradford and Halifax during the Great Depression, living rough in abandoned buildings like men cast off from civilisation.


The homeless on that election night were bathed in an uncomfortable canopy of human-made ambient light. It drifted downwards from empty office buildings and streaked the surrounding dead pavement in a dusky pale afterglow. The rough sleepers seemed to be shadowy spectres from an underworld of the dispossessed.


Driving past them, I thought, I hope tonight you have sweet dreams because come the morrow your lives will have just got a little more precarious. Everyone who had already been dealt a bad hand of cards in life was now on very thin ice.


Come morning, all who have been buggered in Britain by a system that rewards the wealthy and punishes the poor, the vulnerable, the disabled and the disadvantaged would know that the Tories were here to stay for another five years and that they had unfinished business with the civilised state. The result also set the clock running on David Cameron’s manifesto pledge to hold a referendum on our continued membership in the European Union. However, that night no rational person could have believed that, in a little more than a year, the people of Britain would vote for the greatest momentous change in the way our nation does business and interacts with Europe because of an erroneous pledge on the side of a bus that leaving the EU would free up funds for our NHS.


In the dead of night, while the cab sped through amber traffic lights, I felt afraid – not for myself because growing up before the welfare state came into existence had done all the harm it could to do me a lifetime ago. No, I feared for all those who just had the simple desire to exist with a decent job, a roof over their head, food in their belly and smiles on their children’s faces.


I couldn’t see now how that could be achieved for the ordinary people of Britain. The 2015 general election guaranteed our descent back to the dog-eat-dog world of my youth, when our nation turned its back on the working class and let most of them fend for themselves in the feral era of the Great Depression. Like then, ordinary folk would suffer under the economic priorities of Cameron’s Tories, who wanted the state to get smaller while the wealth of the few got bigger.


Weary, I asked the driver to turn off the radio. Knackered by the early hour, I felt like my hopes for a better Britain with a Labour government had soared past like a rescue plane that hasn’t spotted survivors on a life raft in the middle of the Pacific. I felt utterly alone. I started to feel the wet dabs of self-pity immerse my reason. I couldn’t work out how the opinion polls, which had predicted a minority government for either Labour or the Conservatives, could have been so incorrect. But then again, on that night, none of this country’s political gurus understood how our modern-day runes had been so hopelessly wrong – even Paddy Ashdown swore he’d eat his hat if the exit polls were right.


It had been so different seventy years ago in July 1945, when Britain cast its ballot for a Labour government intent on representing Britain, not just the 1 per cent. But on that night in May 2015, the 1945 election and the optimism it inspired in my generation seemed a long time ago.


You see, I was certain of two things as I rode in that lonely cab – David Cameron was intent on changing Britain more than any twentieth-century Conservative prime minister had ever imagined, and he would use austerity as a cudgel to destroy the NHS, our education system and all of our other social services. What I didn’t know was that Cameron would be swept away by the chaos he’d created by instigating the EU referendum to placate the Eurosceptics in his party.


The defeat of Labour in 2015 pulled a thread in the fabric of society, which caused Britain to unravel through Brexit. After five years of austerity and a growing north–south divide, Labour should have won the election. But it didn’t and the reasons for that are many. In large part, Labour’s inability to be truthful to the voter in respect of its sins in Iraq as well as its love affair with deregulating the City, along with its taking for granted that Scotland would always be a Labour stronghold, doomed the party to defeat. Labour failed to define and defend its virtues in creating not only the welfare state but a more tolerant nation. It tried to be all things to all people and in the end disappointed just about everyone. It was a tragedy for Britain that Labour lost that election because, despite all of the party’s flaws, our nation would be much more universally prosperous, fair and outward-looking today with Ed Miliband as prime minister rather than Theresa May.


With many British people suffering under the Tories, Labour still only won 232 seats, its worst general election result since 1987. Labour’s defeat unleashed furies that some foretold but few wanted to believe. I, for one, did not think that Labour could sink any lower than it did with those dismal election returns. Yet in a very short time it did just that because factions within the party struggled for supremacy. The party aired grievances and, like an angry plaintiff in a divorce case, spewed its discontent to all who would listen. Labour came to weep on the nation’s cold and indifferent shoulder.


Peace did not come to Labour or the left wing with the election of Jeremy Corbyn as the party’s new leader in September 2015. Instead, his election ushered in an acrimonious civil war that reminded me of Labour in the 1930s, when factions argued while the people starved. Corbyn is respected by many who hold the cause of social justice close to their hearts, including me, but there is an equal number of people who do not share their faith that he will deliver not only victory but a better tomorrow. Or so was the prevailing opinion of most pundits and ordinary citizens in the first months of 2017 before the snap general election in the spring of that year. In fact, in February, when Labour was 18 per cent behind the Conservatives and, for the first time in thirty-five years the opposition lost a seat to the party of government, many believed the writing was on the wall for Jeremy Corbyn as well as the Labour Party.


Even my own faith in Corbyn’s leadership began to wane because I was still deeply disappointed by his ineffectual, if not indifferent, EU referendum campaign. And make no mistake: for whatever reason, Corbyn wasn’t energised during the EU referendum like he had been during his first leadership race the year before or in his subsequent battle to remain leader following the referendum.


In fact, I witnessed his low-wattage campaign first-hand when I was invited by Labour to speak at a pro-Remain EU rally in Cornwall before Jeremy Corbyn addressed the crowd. Corbyn’s speech was flat, disjointed and, quite frankly, disengaged. On that day, I thought he might have been tired or distracted by the media that was always biting at his trouser leg. But at every subsequent event, many others commented in either the press or personally to me that his heart didn’t seem to be in the EU. When Corbyn ordered a three-line whip in February 2017 to ensure Labour supported Theresa May’s Article 50 Bill triggering Brexit, I felt disheartened for both Labour’s future and that of the country. I thought at the time Labour was setting itself up to be tarred by the electorate when Brexit fails to deliver the economic promises made by those who advocated for Leave on the left side of the political spectrum. However, I am aware that this tactic did much to convince many Leave voters to stick with Labour during the surprise 2017 general election.


Also, I am very aware that no one should be under the impression that Jeremy Corbyn lost the referendum for the country: that fault lies squarely with David Cameron. That’s why I did not support the Parliamentary Labour Party’s uprising against Corbyn in the summer of the referendum vote. In fact, feelers by disaffected MPs were sent out to me to see if I would join the coup and support Owen Smith, but I rebuffed those entreaties. I knew removing Jeremy Corbyn and replacing him with someone not fully committed to ending austerity, curbing neo-liberalism and providing a better society for all would harm the party that brought us the welfare state. As far as I was concerned, if the coup was successful, it would have destroyed Labour’s chance to be considered a party for the working class for a generation to come. Moreover, I wasn’t prepared to denounce Jeremy as some others did because I knew his ideas were sound and he was a decent man placed in the unenviable position of being jeered at by the right-wing press as well as people that claimed to have the Labour Party’s best interests at heart.


It is unwise of us to make Jeremy Corbyn a scapegoat for a catastrophe like Brexit because it was long in the making and unleashed on us by a very cynical Tory party. The Labour heartlands weren’t lost by Corbyn; they were lost by thirty years of economic and social policies that have decimated hope in Britain’s once mighty industrial regions. But Labour must bear some responsibility in turning working-class hearts cold to its belief in Europe and in multiculturalism. We just didn’t have any contingency plan to alleviate the hardship that globalisation placed upon working-class families who didn’t have the skills or education to survive an end to industrial factory work. The simple and tragic fact that MP Jo Cox’s assassination by a right-wing fanatic radicalised by fascism and fake news did not deter her constituency from overwhelmingly voting for Brexit, tells you the referendum was lost long before the ballot papers were even printed.


By the end of the campaign, which had seen me crisscross England, Wales and Northern Ireland to speak to gatherings about why the EU was Britain’s best option, I knew in the pit of my stomach that the referendum was lost. That’s why, on the night of 23 June 2016, I was alone. I preferred to have only the company of the BBC reporting back to me, in the dark hours of morning, that Britain’s relationship with the European Union had unravelled.
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