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Introduction



Forged in white heat


It was on Tuesday, 1 October 1963 that James Harold Wilson gave the speech that defined his political times. Elected Labour Party leader earlier that year after the death of Hugh Gaitskell, Wilson, then leader of the Opposition, addressed his party conference. The text was produced as the deadline approached, an all-night effort on which he had started work shortly before midnight. At first he wrote but, with time running out, he started dictating. At breakfast, his highly efficient political secretary, Marcia Williams, was still typing it up, with him expected on the podium at 10 a.m.


Wilson was downbeat, convinced that it would lead to disappointment. His ambition was modest, hoping that those in the hall might at least react sympathetically to a newly elected party leader. His worry was that those ‘expecting a tub-thumping speech about Tory iniquities … would hardly welcome a disquisition on science and technology’.1 This was because Wilson intended to define Labour’s mission in the 1960s as harnessing technological advancement for the benefit of people.2 Wilson wanted science to be the word most associated with modern-day socialism. Automation in industry would continue at speed: computers ‘with an impulse cycle of three millionths of a second, already technically obsolete and giving place to machines a thousand times faster’. Machine tools would themselves develop new, more efficient machine tools. Human agency would no longer be required to assemble cars. This, he argued, presented the choice for the country: ‘a choice between unrivalled misery or unrivalled prosperity’. If government chose to be an observer in this, rather than an active participant, the technological revolution would lead to profits for a few people, and unemployment for those no longer needed. However, with an active government, planning the economy and protecting jobs, people could instead use technology to improve their lives, see living standards rise and increased leisure time.3


The Grand Hall of Scarborough’s Spa complex, built on the location of the natural waters discovered in the seventeenth century, was an unusual location for a speech about the cutting edge of the future. Yet, as people watched Wilson’s speech in black and white on their television sets, it was modernity to which he appealed. Leaning forward, energetic, his tie tucked neatly into his waistband, he grasped either side of the box in front of him:


… in this Conference, in all our plans for the future, we are re-defining and we are re-stating our Socialism in terms of the scientific revolution. But that revolution cannot become a reality unless we are prepared to make far-reaching changes in economic and social attitudes which permeate our whole system of society.


He lifted his right hand momentarily to emphasise the signature line:


The Britain that is going to be forged in the white heat of this revolution [author’s emphasis] will be no place for restrictive practices or outdated methods on either side of industry.4


In this single sentence that prompted immediate applause, Wilson combined vision and hard politics. He intended to show that Labour was the party ready to grasp the opportunities of a changing society, while sending a message to business and trade unions that he expected them not to obstruct the project of modernisation.


Wilson’s concern about how the speech would be received proved to be unfounded. Robert McKenzie, reporting on the BBC’s lunchtime news, said that ‘Harold Wilson has moved the Labour Party forward fifty years in fifty minutes.’5 The reason for the success of the speech was not only its focus on the future; it was also because both its intended target and its speaker personified the central message. Britain was being held back by the old boy network approach to life. That industry was under the control of ‘men whose only claim is their aristocratic connections or the power of inherited wealth or speculative finance is as irrelevant to the twentieth century as would be the continued purchase of commissions in the armed forces by lowly amateurs’.6 The Conservatives, whom Wilson hoped to displace from power, were led by the patrician, old Etonian Harold Macmillan who, within less than three weeks, would be replaced by the aristocrat Alec Douglas-Home, another old Etonian who had disclaimed his hereditary peerage to enter the House of Commons to become prime minister. In contrast, Wilson, the grammar school boy who had risen to the top by dint of his own abilities and efforts, would make Britain a meritocracy at home and abroad: ‘From now on Britain will have as much influence in the world as we can earn, as we can deserve.’7


It was an inspiring vision. A year later, in October 1964, Wilson won a general election and was elected prime minister. One writer, Christopher Bray, has argued that it was during the following year when modern Britain was made: ‘… 1965 planted bomb after bomb under the hidebound, stick-in-the-mud, living-on-past-glories Britain that preceded it – and gave us the country we live in today.’ The newly elected Labour government was part of this: ‘Everywhere you looked, from the House of Commons to the school common room, from the recording studio to the television screen, from the railways to the rear-view mirror, from the inner space of the tortured mind to the outer space of the moon, the country was (as Bob Dylan put it that year) “busy being born”. Change wasn’t just in the air – it was the air, the air everyone breathed all day long.’8


Wilson captured this zeitgeist. His ordinary background and his folksy image – the Yorkshire accent, the love of HP Sauce, the pipe, the witty speeches – made him the ideal Labour leader for the time. In March 1963, the month after Wilson was elected to the leadership, the Beatles released their first album, Please Please Me, that was to launch a phenomenon, propelling George Harrison, John Lennon, Paul McCartney and Ringo Starr to worldwide stardom.


‘Beatlemania’ swept the country as the working-class boys from Liverpool delivered songs in simple lyrics with a huge popular appeal. Wilson, too, was amiable and accessible, not hidebound by excessive formality. He often stayed at the Adelphi Hotel in Liverpool: walking the streets with his wife Mary on the night of the 1964 general election, the people seeing the couple chanted ‘Wilson, Yeah Yeah Yeah’ to the tune of the Beatles’ hit ‘She Loves You’.9 The Labour leader was an instantly recognisable figure who had mastered the art of the new mode of communication: the television. Labour MP Tony Benn, a former television producer, was brought into his inner circle to handle public relations. As David Frost’s great TV political satire That Was The Week That Was lampooned the end of Harold Macmillan’s premiership, Wilson became a familiar face on the small screen, relaxed and confident in making the case for electing a Labour government to unleash the talents of the country’s people.


Wilson was to win four of the five general elections he contested, spending nearly eight years in Downing Street. He is the only post-war party leader to have served as prime minister on two separate occasions from 1964 to 1970 and 1974 to 1976, when he brought Labour back to power after only one term in opposition, a feat no other leader has accomplished. He led his party and the country through a period of acute economic difficulty and profound social change. With a brilliant mind, sure-footed political moves and an instinctive feel for public opinion, Wilson was a survivor who emerged from crises to defeat political opponents time and time again.


His governments shaped our modern-day United Kingdom: from our family and sexual laws, to the transition from grammar to comprehensive schools and the opening up of lifelong learning through the Open University. The change spanned different spheres of modern life: the first anti-discrimination laws, a durable framework for employment protections and safety in the workplace, equal pay for women, the humanising of our criminal justice system through the abolition of capital punishment and the barbaric practice of birching. In housing, social services and health, his governments focused on helping the poorest. In his stewardship of the economy, Wilson sought to minimise unemployment, his politics shaped by his own family’s experience of joblessness. He was by instinct a conciliator who sought industrial peace, preferring to work with the unions and to avoid open confrontation if possible.


Yet it was his governments’ economic record that brought criticism. In Anthony King and Ivor Crewe’s The Blunders of Our Governments, Wilson features prominently: ‘Probably the single biggest blunder created by Harold Wilson’s post-1964 Labour government was its decision not to devalue the pound, if not immediately, then at least within a year or two of taking office. Ministers were divided on the issue … Eventually, in 1967, amidst mounting market pressures, Wilson and [James] Callaghan did devalue it.’10 Wilson then compounded the problem with a television broadcast widely thought to be misleading in which he argued that the pound in people’s pockets, purses and banks at home in Britain had not been devalued. As prime minister, the charge against Wilson is that he focused on short-term tactics rather than long-term strategy. Against a difficult economic backdrop, the accusation is that his governments were beset with crises and under-achieved, failing to implement a longer-term economic model despite creating a specific Department for Economic Affairs for this purpose in 1964 and publishing a National Plan the following year.


Wilson’s political rivals were not kind in their assessments. When Wilson was elected Labour leader in February 1963, Macmillan was acerbic: ‘Wilson is an able man … He is good in the House and in the country – and, I am told, on T.V. But he is a fundamentally dishonest – even “crooked” man – almost of the “3 Card Trick” kind. This may, sooner or later, find him out.’11 Edward Heath, Conservative prime minister from 1970 to 1974, who faced Wilson across the Commons dispatch boxes for a decade, criticised him for a lack of core beliefs. In a 1985 interview, he said Wilson’s approach could not even be described as tactics over strategy: ‘It was just opportunism. He wasn’t my style.’12 The view that Wilson was inauthentic had long roots. In the 1950s, when Wilson spoke about his origins as being ‘forged’ in Sheffield steel, Aneurin Bevan had quipped: ‘I always thought there was something counterfeit about you!’13 The remark contained what was a truth for many fellow politicians: that Wilson was calculating his own self-interest in every situation rather than looking to the national interest. Wilson’s phrase that ‘a week is a long time in politics’ was meant to convey that political leaders should not be diverted from long-term aims by short-term crises, but came to mean the opposite: that his moves were designed to survive the next week with little care for the long-term consequences.14


Heath’s view did not improve significantly as the years passed. In 1998, he damned Wilson with faint praise: ‘Harold Wilson’s lasting achievements are difficult to discern, except for the fact that he held the Labour Party together for nearly fifteen years, whereas under his successors it collapsed, thereby helping to sustain eighteen years of Conservative government. Harold was, above all else, a great political survivor, a fine politician if, perhaps, never truly a statesman.’15 By then, Wilson’s reputation was very low. This fall can be traced back to the publication of Wilson’s resignation honours list after he left office in 1976: the ‘Lavender List’, named after the coloured paper on which Marcia Williams noted down the suggested names containing businessmen with no Labour Party links, some of whom turned out to be convicted fraudsters.


The passage of time did not help. The former civil servant Clive Ponting wrote in 1989 that Wilson’s period in office represented a breach of promise and was a comparative failure. In comparison to Clement Attlee’s reforming Labour government of 1945 to 1951, its achievements ‘were limited and outweighed by the failures. It proved unable to write an enduring and significant contribution to the second chapter of the socialist story. The promise remained unfulfilled.’16 Roy Jenkins, who served in Wilson’s governments, twice as home secretary and once as chancellor of the exchequer, wrote in 1992 that if prime ministerial shares existed, he could buy ‘Wilson’s at a low value, with room for a very sharp recovery … before they begin to approach par.’17


Over two decades later, with Wilson having died in 1995, and another Labour government having been in office from 1997 to 2010, trenchant critics remained. The historian Dominic Sandbrook penned an article in the Daily Mail on 25 January 2013, after the then Conservative prime minister David Cameron’s announcement of a renegotiation of the UK’s relationship with the EU followed by a referendum on membership. This was the same approach Wilson had used in 1975, when he had adjusted the British terms of entry into what was then the European Economic Community (EEC) and held a referendum to stay in. Sandbrook’s piece was entitled, ‘Beware the ghost of slippery Harold: David Cameron’s European referendum speech was hailed as a masterstroke, but we’ve been here before’. He was harsh on Wilson: ‘in the second decade of the twenty-first century, with Britain facing dreadful economic challenges at home and extraordinary turmoil abroad, the last thing we need is a second Harold Wilson.’18


Yet two events in the new century should reshape views of Wilson. First, it was the fact that Cameron, after his renegotiation, sought to keep Britain in Europe in the 2016 referendum, exactly as Wilson had done over forty years before. Cameron was to fail in his aim, and announced his resignation as prime minister the day after the poll. Wilson, in contrast, secured Britain’s place in Europe with a two-to-one majority. On the face of it, though, Wilson had been inconsistent on the issue. He had been sceptical when Macmillan had applied to join the EEC in 1961, then, as prime minister, made an unsuccessful application in 1967. In both cases, the French president, Charles de Gaulle, had blocked British entry. By the time Heath was in power from 1970, de Gaulle had left office. Yet, with the path to entry clear, Wilson came out against entry on the agreed Conservative terms, to keep his party, which was deeply divided on the issue, together. However, to dismiss Wilson’s approach on Europe as short-termist is to miss what Wilson’s real view was: a hard-headed pragmatic analysis that Britain was better off in what was then known as the Common Market, and to avoid Labour becoming openly opposed to membership. As can be seen in this biography, on this issue, Wilson was to prove a successful strategist, not a lucky tactician.


A week before Cameron left office, Sir John Chilcot’s Iraq inquiry report was published. The Iraq War of 2003 should also change our analysis of Wilson as it illustrates what the consequences are of a prime minister committing ground troops alongside a United States president. When Wilson supported the American war in Vietnam and protesters thronged the streets in 1968, he was decried as a sell-out. Yet he did not send in British soldiers, sought to broker a peace and maintained the Anglo-American Alliance. Tony Blair’s involvement in the Iraq War had already been described by his biographer Anthony Seldon as ‘the biggest disappointment, and failure, of his premiership’.19 Chilcot concluded it was ‘an intervention which went badly wrong, with consequences to this day.’20 From 2003 to 2009, 178 British soldiers were killed, as was a Ministry of Defence civilian. In Iraq, the carnage was terrible. Chilcott cited one study that concluded that there had been 461,000 excess deaths from 2003 to 2011: ‘Most … were due to direct violence but about a third resulted from indirect causes, such as the failures of health, sanitation, transportation, communication and other systems … About a third of the deaths due to direct violence were attributed to coalition forces (some 90,000), and a third to militias.’21 Perhaps a second Harold Wilson might not have been such a bad thing for the country after all.


Some less critical views have started to emerge. In a collection of essays edited by Andrew S. Crines and Kevin Hickson, published in 2016 to commemorate the centenary of his birth, Harold Wilson: The Unprincipled Prime Minister? Reappraising Harold Wilson, Gerald Kaufman pointed out that Wilson had not been given credit for avoiding committing British troops to the Vietnam War.22 This, according to George Howarth, MP for the successor constituency to Wilson’s Huyton, was still a matter of some pride locally.23 The academic Gillian Peele argued that Wilson’s ‘achievement in keeping Britain in Europe after the intense urge to reject Heath and all his works in Labour ranks should also be recognised.’24 Yet negative views remain. In 2021, Seldon still declared Wilson ‘Labour’s most disappointing prime minister [who] caved in to the left and unions, failed to provide strong leadership, and largely squandered Labour’s landslide election victory in 1966.’25


When he left office, Wilson told the BBC’s political editor David Holmes that he wished he ‘could have been prime minister in happier times and easier times’.26 The challenges he faced are set out in the two substantial books he produced defending the record of his own governments. In The Labour Government 1964–1970, running to nearly 800 pages, Wilson wrote in the foreword: ‘This book is the record of a Government all but a year of whose life was dominated by an inherited balance of payments problem which was nearing a crisis at the moment we took office; we lived and governed during a period when that problem made frenetic speculative attack on Britain both easy and profitable.’ He added: ‘It was a Government that faced disappointment after disappointment, and none greater than the economic restraints on our ability to carry through the social revolution to which we were committed at the speed we would have wished.’ Yet, ‘despite those restraints and the need to transfer resources from domestic expenditure, private and public, to the needs of our export markets, we carried through an expansion in the social services, health, welfare and housing, education and social security unparalleled in our history.’ 27 In Final Term: The Labour Government 1974–1976 he explained why he tried to keep the Labour Party in one piece: ‘To produce a policy on which the party could remain united, despite unhappiness on one wing or the other wing – or both – inevitably evoked the phrase “devious”. But in my view a constant effort to keep his party together, without sacrificing either principle or the essentials of basic strategy, is the very stuff of political leadership.’ 28 While both books follow a chronological approach that lends itself to narrative at the expense of analysis, they also illustrate the day-to-day pressures on the prime minister, whose ability to focus on a single issue for a sustained period is limited. Instead, Wilson, like all occupants of the office, had to move quickly between different issues as they arose.


There are two major biographies of Harold Wilson: by Ben Pimlott, first published in 1992;29 and Philip Ziegler’s authorised biography in 1993.30 Both provide a considered assessment of Wilson, though neither captures his full significance in British politics. Both biographers accept the charge that Wilson was a short-term tactician, and seek to mitigate it, rather than challenge it. Pimlott noted: ‘Wilson went to great pains to defend himself against the charge of being inconsistent, although there is no clear reason why – in politics or in life – people should not vary their remarks and opinions according to the circumstances.’31 Ziegler argued that: ‘there is a need for the compromiser, the trimmer, the politician who puts first the business of keeping government on the road and views principles with the beady eye of a pragmatist who decides what must be done and only then considers whether it can be modified to serve some long-term end.’32 He then draws this conclusion about Wilson’s limited utility: ‘A succession of Wilsons as leader would doom any nation to decline; a Wilson from time to time to let the dust settle while the demolition squads of the radicals gather strength for this next enterprise can be positively beneficial.’33 This is to underestimate the constructive achievements of Wilson’s administrations. It is telling that the reforms introduced by Wilson’s 1964–70 governments do not even merit their own chapter in either book.


In fairness, neither author had access to a full range of primary sources, and both books were written during Wilson’s lifetime, without a longer-term perspective. Ziegler wrote that Wilson’s third volume of autobiography, Memoirs 1916–64: The Making of a Prime Minister was ‘largely a compilation of Brian Connell’s with the titular author contributing little beyond a string of anecdotes’.34 Actually, it was partly based upon Wilson’s own handwritten notes, typed up in the early 1980s: this previously unpublished material was deposited in the Bodleian Library in Oxford by Wilson’s son Robin in 2018, alongside other papers that were in the possession of the Wilson family.35 This biography has made use of that material, and the full set of Wilson government papers at the National Archives that had not been released when Pimlott and Ziegler were writing. There are also newly released papers available in the Lyndon Johnson Presidential Library, including the record (declassified in June 1999) of a meeting in December 1964 between Johnson and Wilson that both parties agreed to say had never occurred, during which the two leaders discussed devaluation. This biography also relies on new, first-hand interviews with those who knew him, which are particularly valuable since so little of Wilson’s time in parliament was broadcast.36


At the cabinet meeting at which Wilson announced his resignation, on 16 March 1976, James Callaghan, then foreign secretary and Wilson’s successor as prime minister, said that ‘history would deal even more kindly with the Prime Minister than his contemporaries.’37 Two weeks later, Wilson faced Prime Minister’s Questions for the last time with his wife, Mary, watching on in the public gallery. At the end of the session, in a finale fitting of any stage play, the lights went out at the exact moment Wilson sat down after answering the last question.38 Thus, Wilson’s final appearance in the House of Commons in high office ended in a darkened chamber, as MPs heard the distinctive Welsh accent of the speaker, George Thomas, reassuring them that efforts would be made to restore light.39 Over four decades later, the time has now come to illuminate the significance of Harold Wilson as one of the shapers of post-war Britain.





Chapter 1



The fourteenth Mr Wilson


Childhood and Early Years, 1916–34


The first Labour prime minister, Ramsay MacDonald, was born in Lossiemouth, Scotland, the illegitimate son of a farm labourer who left school at fifteen.1 The second, Clement Attlee, was born in Putney and educated at Haileybury public school: his father an esteemed solicitor who went on to become the president of the Law Society.2 The third, James Harold Wilson, was a grammar school boy, the son of a manager at a dyestuffs factory. If the first two represented, respectively, backgrounds of poverty and wealth, Wilson represented what a later Labour leader, Ed Miliband, called the ‘squeezed middle’, with his father James Herbert Wilson often moving to find work and a secure income.3


Harold Wilson’s background became a matter of public interest when Alec Douglas-Home succeeded Harold Macmillan as prime minister in October 1963. Home disclaimed his hereditary peerage before winning election to the House of Commons at the Kinross and Western Perthshire by-election on 7 November, meaning there was a short period when he held the office of prime minister but was a member of neither house of parliament. Wilson, then leader of the opposition, declared the process ‘the machinery of an aristocratic cabal’ before adding: ‘This is a counter-revolution. After half a century of democratic advance, of social revolution, of rising expectations, the whole process has ground to a halt with a fourteenth Earl.’4 Home’s riposte, while failing to deflect the criticism, was at least witty: ‘I suppose, when you come to think of it, he is the fourteenth Mr Wilson.’5 Home had, however, got his numbers wrong.


Wilson was a proud Yorkshireman. His ancestry can be traced to the Cistercian Abbey of Rievaulx, near Helmsley in North Yorkshire. The Helmsley Archaeological Society’s study of Wilson’s genealogy led to an agricultural labourer: ‘The surname Wilson was handed down through several generations after its establishment to one Thomas Wilson whose father farmed his feudal strip, a peasant tied to the soil, on the lands of the great Abbey of Rievaulx five hundred years ago …’6 Wilson’s male ancestors tilled the soils of Rievaulx for decades during the fifteenth century, so when ‘Alexander Lord Home was created the first Earl of Home and Lord Dunglas in 1605, there had already been seven or eight Wilsons in direct line of succession at Rievaulx. Mr Harold Wilson is at least the 24th Mr Wilson, and probably 30th of his name line!’7


Wilson later bemoaned that: ‘one blot on my impeccable Yorkshire connection … was a recent one. My father and mother had been born in Openshaw, Manchester, a digression due on my father’s side to his father’s move to Manchester in the early 1860s.’8 Herbert Wilson, as he was known, was born on 12 December 1882, at Chorlton-upon-Medlock. There was a strong progressive political influence in his life. Herbert’s older brother Jack had been Keir Hardie’s election agent in 1895 and 1900. Wilson’s great-uncle, Alderman Herbert Thewlis, was lord mayor of Manchester. In the 1906 general election, with local areas able to choose polling day, Thewlis chose a Saturday, to allow the working classes who had the vote the best chance of doing so. Herbert was going through one of his periodic bouts of unemployment in the dyestuffs industry, so he used the freedom to serve on the election staff of John Hodge, Labour candidate for Gorton, for whom the Liberals had stood aside to give a free run against the Conservatives. Hodge was elected one of twenty-nine members forming the Independent Labour Party.9


Having spare time was, however, no substitute for a steady job. Herbert had started in the dyestuffs industry at the age of sixteen at Levinstein’s of Manchester, before winning a scholarship to the Manchester Technical School where he studied from 1897 to 1899.10 There he met Chaim Weizmann, ‘the founder of modern Israel, who was working, though obviously at a higher level, in dyestuffs and associated chemical products’.11 This was a fact treasured by his son, who was to become one of Israel’s greatest friends. The Technical School provided a solid foundation for Herbert’s career, but it did not yield consistent employment. What sustained him during the periods of worklessness was his family: he married Ethel Seddon on 14 March 1906 at the Congregational Church in Openshaw. Ethel was born on 10 April 1882, the daughter of William and Elizabeth Seddon, and one of seven children. The family had strong railway connections. Her grandfather had been an engine driver on the Manchester, Sheffield and Lincolnshire Railway, the line on which her father became a ticket clerk.12 Their first child, Marjorie, was born on 12 March 1909.


Three years later, the family was on the move. At this time, the town of Huddersfield, twenty-two miles north-east of Manchester, was prospering. Dominated by the fabric industry, by the early twentieth century it had a ‘global reputation for the manufacture of fine woollen and worsted cloth’.13 This industry had, in turn, encouraged the growth of others linked to it, including a chemical industry in which L.B. Holliday and Company was dominant, and an engineering sector that developed machine-making to diversify into a range of products.14 It was in a related industry, in nearby Colne Valley, that Herbert secured a job in 1912 that took him away from Manchester: running the explosives department at John W. Leitch and Company in Milnsbridge. When the First World War broke out in 1914, the demand for incendiary devices soared, and Herbert prospered: ‘His salary, paid monthly by cheque, compared favourably with the weekly wages earned by local engineering workers … who were paid according to time.’15


This had two major consequences for his family. The first was the decision to have a second child: Harold was born on 11 March 1916 in the two-up, two-down terraced house the family were renting: 4 Warneford Road, Cowlersley, in the Colne Valley, three miles south-west of Huddersfield. The second was that, the following year, the Wilson family could afford to buy a house: 40 Western Road, Milnsbridge, a semi-detached property with a garden, less than a mile away. Herbert also secured a pay rise with a new job at L.B. Holliday, again in charge of a department, but this time it was back to dyestuffs. His starting salary of £425 was, for the time, considerable: ‘He still regarded himself as lower middle-class, but always described himself as “working class” to Tory friends.’ While he was doing well, Herbert retained a social conscience. After the war ended in 1918, he felt bitter about what he regarded as the betrayal of the aims of Prime Minister David Lloyd George and his colleagues.16 Any positive feelings towards the Liberal Party that had worked with the Labour Party before the war in multi-member constituencies, and which had been the Conservatives’ main competitors for power in general elections before the war, were extinguished. Herbert, expecting Lloyd George’s promise of ‘homes fit for heroes’ to be fulfilled, was ‘greatly shocked by social injustice, especially the bad housing conditions … spreading unemployment and the constant attempts to cut down wages … Henceforth he was a full-blooded supporter of the Labour Party.’17


In 1920, as Lloyd George, then in his fourth year as prime minister, grappled with multiple domestic and international political problems, the young Harold Wilson began his formal education. At the age of four, he started at New Street Elementary School, Milnsbridge, within walking distance of home. His early memories were not positive: ‘Every one of us, boys and girls, were terrified of the class mistress, who was head of the infants department. Looking back on it I would have to conclude that Miss Oddy was either an incompetent teacher or a sadist, probably both.’ Her mode of teaching involved leaving the class at lunchtime to each write the longest word they knew on the blackboard: given his future roles in the civil service, party politics and government, it was appropriate that the word Wilson remembered writing was ‘committee’. He never forgot his unhappiness. Decades later he still concluded: ‘It was a miserable year’.18


Wilson’s ability stood out at a very early stage. He was top of the class: ‘Two things in particular aided him in achieving this supremacy. One was his prodigious reading ability, and the other his intense interest in every subject. He thoroughly enjoyed school work, and astonished and delighted his teachers by his apparently effortless ability to learn and remember every thing.’19 These were talents Wilson drew on throughout his working life. Wilson’s progress at school was not, however, entirely smooth. A lengthy break from his education came when he had an operation for appendicitis and he missed the term from Christmas 1923 to Easter in 1924.


The surgery itself took place on the day of the 1923 general election, 6 December: ‘That evening my parents came to see me in hospital as I came round from the anaesthetic. As they lingered, I kept urging them to leave so that they would be in time to vote for Philip – my hero Philip Snowden.’20 That Snowden was so admired by the young Wilson is unsurprising. He was a Yorkshireman, born in Cowling, and, since 1922, he had been the local MP for Colne Valley. Victor Grayson, the firebrand socialist orator, had been elected for the same constituency at a 1907 by-election, but he had lost the seat before Wilson was born. Snowden was to go on to be Labour’s first chancellor of the exchequer, first in 1924, and then from 1929 until 1931, when the second Labour government fell. Snowden was to follow the first Labour prime minister, Ramsay MacDonald, in abandoning the party and joining the National Government. At this point, though, Snowden was a Labour pioneer, and undoubtedly influenced Wilson in his ambition to emulate him and become chancellor himself.21 This said, Snowden and Wilson were very different characters. According to Wilson, though they both identified strongly as Yorkshiremen, he found it ‘difficult to tabulate our common characteristics. A judicious calm perhaps … never coming to hurried conclusions.’ Wilson said he never lost his temper unless it was for effect.22


A shared sense of pride in regional heritage was, however, a strong bond. Wilson felt his Yorkshire background gave rise to an ‘intense feeling of family loyalty … reinforced in my younger days by regular chapel-going and a sense of community which found expression in countless voluntary organisations. We also have a capacity for protracted hard work, and a sturdy and uncomplaining defiance of setbacks that afflicted too many livelihoods.’ History mattered: ‘By tradition we were solid dyers and weavers of wool. We [Yorkists] used to look down on the Lancastrians on the other side of the Pennines because their staple was cotton, a weak yarn compared with wool. Our chief joy was to beat them at cricket …’ The Wars of the Roses might have ended in 1485, but local rivalry remained strong: ‘We were happy that the conflict continued in our favour.’23 Huddersfield Town Football Club was also in the ascendant, winning three English top division league titles in succession from 1923 to 1926. Two of these, and the Football Association Cup of 1922, were secured under legendary manager Herbert Chapman; Wilson became a lifelong fan. Going to watch a home game was a weekly treat. As prime minister, making small talk with his officials, he often turned to tales of the footballing exploits of his beloved white-and-blue Terriers.24


None of this, however, is to explain what made Wilson tick. To understand that, it is necessary to consider the whole atmosphere of his childhood, and the values that shaped him. First, there was religious conviction. Herbert and Ethel were committed Congregationalists, a denomination of Protestant dissenters with local groups of believers asserting autonomy without hierarchy: ‘that principle of church polity according to which the unit of sovereignty in church government is the individual congregation of Christian disciples meeting habitually for worship and fellowship’.25 Central to this was the idea of the ‘priesthood of believers’ with every member of the church an equal, with the knowledge and power to make a difference. Helping others was crucial: ‘The crowning glory of the Story of the Congregationalists is the record of what they have done … for the glory of God in the service of his creatures.’26 There was no local chapel, so the Wilsons attended the Milnsbridge Baptist church. Yet they continued to live in the Congregationalist tradition. Central to the Wilson family conception of what faith meant in practice was, firstly, personal morality, and Wilson always remained a social conservative with a strong sense of right and wrong. Equally important was helping others through wider community work. Herbert and Ethel were both Sunday school teachers; Herbert ran the church amateur operatic society and Ethel founded the local Women’s Guild. Faith in and of itself was personal and understated. In his political career, Wilson rarely gave speeches of high moral principle but instead sought to use his skills to achieve the result he wanted. It was not that he practised what he preached, for he was not given to preaching; rather, he got on with the job of securing the best possible outcome in the circumstances he faced.


It is in this context that Wilson’s passion for the Boy Scout movement should be viewed. Founded in 1908 by Robert Baden-Powell with the publication of Scouting for Boys, the Scout movement spread through the British Empire. The Scouts’ motto ‘Be prepared’ could be applied to Wilson’s careful approach to his pro-gress throughout his life, but it was the combination of a duty to God with practical action that perfectly summed up the principles imbued in him during his youth. Duty and honour are at the core of the Scout movement. Peter Duncan, chief scout of the UK from 2004 to 2009, captured this: ‘Scouts were encouraged to live their lives by a code of honour. In doing their duty to God, to themselves and, in particular, to other people, the first Scouts set themselves apart from their peers.’27


Wilson joined the Wolf Cubs as soon as he was eligible, at the age of eight. His family threw themselves into it: Herbert, and, later, Marjorie, became district commissioners; Ethel became a Guide captain, and Wilson himself became a King’s Scout. He enjoyed camping, and, in the band, he played the triangle and side drum. As a patrol leader, planning activities and taking the lead in ceremonies, Wilson was able to demonstrate a sense of responsibility and his ability to be a role model for others. Decades later, in 1963, a few weeks after Wilson had been elected Labour Party leader he spoke as chief guest at the Scout Commissioners’ Dinner in London, and declared that the Scout movement inspired moral purpose, and its values gave people ‘elemental truths which, once absorbed, were never forgotten throughout their whole lifetime’.28


Christianity and scouting reinforced each other, not least through the figure of W.H. Potter, who was minister of the Baptist church and group scoutmaster. Widely respected, he extolled the virtues of living a life following Christian principles, and closed meetings with a prayer. He inspired loyalty; Wilson and his fellow scouts wanted to please him as much for who he was as for his moralistic approach. When Wilson was president of the Board of Trade in Attlee’s post-war Labour government, in 1948, he spoke at Milnsbridge on the anniversary of the Baptist Church Sunday school, and declared: ‘Nobody should be in a political party unless he believes that party does represent his own highest religious and moral ideals.’29 In 1962, Wilson put this in a slightly different way when he addressed the Labour Party conference: ‘No socialist party can ever be satisfied with an electoral victory based on a mere swing against the Government. This party is a moral crusade or it is nothing.’30


Wilson’s parents also found time away from scouting to broaden his horizons. While his mother and sister were away at a summer Guide camp in 1924, his father took him away for a break to London on his motorcycle and sidecar. They stayed at a bed and breakfast in Russell Square and saw the sights. Wilson looked at Big Ben through a pavement telescope and went to Downing Street, where Herbert took a photograph of him outside Number Ten’s black door that was to become so famous in later years when Wilson moved in as prime minister. In 1926, he went with his mother to Australia for six months – an incredible experience for any ten-year-old, particularly in the 1920s, when long-haul travel was not commonplace. The Seddon family had emigrated: William had sought a warmer climate to help with his breathing problems. Had his mother not remained behind, a consequence of her engagement, Wilson, as he told Gough Whitlam seven decades later, could have had his job as Australian prime minister. When news came through that Ethel’s father was mortally ill, Herbert insisted his wife go to Perth, and she left on HMS Temperance Bay, one of the five ships owned by the nationalised Australian Commonwealth government shipping line.31


Wilson soaked up knowledge, remembering every aspect of what he saw and experienced, preparing a lecture, filling a school notebook, and writing numerous articles. He was always fascinated by detail. He visited Mundaring Weir, a dam on the River Helena just over twenty miles from Perth. He noted that the pipe laid from there to the gold-mining centre of Kalgoorlie, 300 miles away, was ‘six inches in diameter and withstood pressure of 400 pounds to the square inch’.32 Politics was not far away, either: Wilson saw his uncle – also called Harold, his mother’s brother – become a member of the Legislative Council of Western Australia. On his return home, Wilson delivered his lecture to every class in Milnsbridge.


He was a brilliant pupil, and won a scholarship to Royds Hall (Grammar) School in Huddersfield, where he started in September 1927. There he flourished, not only academically, but by throwing himself into extra-curricular activity with varying degrees of success: as an unexceptional goalkeeper for his form’s football team and using his ‘shrill treble voice’ in the school choir. Wilson was nothing if not determined: ‘… behind the piping shrillness lay a staunch effort to overcome the inadequacy he felt. His toughest ordeal had come at an evening service at the Baptist Church, when he had to sing a solo at the age of eleven.’33 He was a student of prodigious energy: as an actor, he won ‘high praise’ for his portrayal of Shylock in William Shakespeare’s The Merchant of Venice and ‘in the school production of She Stoops to Conquer, he stole the show’. After a quiet performance on the first night, Wilson was advised to be more demonstrative. Accepting this advice, he showed an early ability to perform and make his audience laugh. In Oliver Goldsmith’s comedy, he ‘took his part with gusto, in fast over-acting in places … He was very amusing …’34


In the summer of 1928, Herbert and Ethel took Wilson on a holiday to Scotland. At Stirling, Herbert took Wilson to see the statue of his own political hero, Sir Henry Campbell-Bannerman, MP for the Stirling Burghs, and Liberal prime minister from 1905 to 1908. It was under Campbell-Bannerman that the pre-war New Liberal reforms began that started to establish the welfare state, including free school meals. Yet it was another aspect of Campbell-Bannerman’s leadership that piqued Wilson’s interest. He remembered his ‘tour of obeisance’ to the statue and Campbell-Bannerman’s emphasis on holding his party together: ‘Perhaps no one but Campbell-Bannerman could have kept his party in a state of even nominal unity through the Boer War, and the period persisted right up to and after the Liberal landslide [of 1906] …’ Wilson saw this as essential to the achievements of the Liberals in government, and to the wider progressive cause in the twentieth century.35 The importance of promoting unity was a lesson he learned at a young age.


Back in school at Royds Hall, Wilson completed an essay, ‘Myself in 25 Years’, by describing an interview between the chancellor of the exchequer and a reporter about a budget. He was convinced he would reach 11 Downing Street, and it was not long before he started telling his friends he could also see himself next door, summarising his ambition pithily: ‘I should like to be Prime Minister.’36 It was a grand ambition, and, to show the part that chance would play in whether it was achieved, Wilson became seriously ill. In his fourth year, he contracted typhoid from a glass of milk he had drunk from a local farm while on a scout trip. He spent thirteen weeks in the Colne and Holme Joint Isolation Hospital, near Meltham, some five miles from home. There were over a dozen cases of typhoid there causing six deaths. Wilson, living on boiled milk and water, pulled through.


It was a tough time for the family. Herbert lost his job at L.B. Holliday while his son was in hospital and endured a miserable two-year period without work, relying on savings to survive. Until the debate on appeasement prompted by the rise of fascism in the 1930s, unemployment was the dominant issue in British politics, and it had a profound impact on the teenage Wilson. For a family so involved in the local community, it was a chastening, humiliating experience. The memory of it clouded the future prime minister’s life: ‘For years I never forgave myself for asking my father at some scout function in Wakefield if I could have 3s.6d. to buy a sheath knife. I still remember his expression and his words: “I can’t just now – you know how things are.”’37 Later, Wilson identified ‘Unemployment more than anything else’ as what made him politically aware.38 He saw his father’s continuous, yet fruitless, search for work and the impact it had on his family. His sister Marjorie had progressed through her education from New Street Council School, Milnsbridge, to Greenhead High School and then Leeds University.39 But she then failed her exams – in chemistry – and it is difficult to conclude that the situation at home did not have an adverse effect on her performance, and her having to abandon her ambition to follow her father’s path in life. Later, as Wilson proudly set out in his memoirs, she turned to teacher training and ‘became a gifted children’s teacher’,40 but such success was in the future: at the time it was another crushing blow to the Wilson household.


On a positive note, Wilson began to settle down to his education with renewed determination, with his first task to catch up on the two terms he had missed through illness. He looked back with gratitude on his mathematics teacher, F.S. Wilmut, an active supporter of the Huddersfield Labour Party, who remained behind after school-time for half an hour each day to help him catch up on geometry and algebra. Wilson thought the arrangement a great success: ‘The cramming worked and I was a willing pupil. No one was more pleased than he when I received a distinction in the School Certificates examination.’41 More good news was to follow: in late 1932, Herbert Wilson finally found another job, as chief chemist at Brotherton’s Chemical Works on the Wirral. That November, the Wilson family left Colne Valley and moved to live in a company flat, the ground floor of a Victorian period house on Spital Road in the town of Bromborough, south of Birkenhead, over sixty miles from Huddersfield.


Harold Wilson always remained a provincial figure. He had an instinctive feel for what voters across the country, away from Westminster, were thinking, and that arose from his background in a northern town. He always had the sense of being an outsider as well, caused by moving from one place to another. Wilson’s biographer Leslie Smith, writing in the 1960s, wrote: ‘In a town of textile workers like Milnsbridge … [the Wilson family were] … regarded as slightly apart, being relative newcomers to the district … The feeling of being newcomers faded only gradually as the years passed.’42 The uprooting of the Wilson family was necessitated by the search for work: that unemployment was a social evil was seared on his mind. He understood the importance of local, quality jobs and the dignity that came with employment. The moves also gave him a sense of detachment: the ability to observe a scene, understand the personalities, and develop a strategy to achieve an outcome.


The crucial choice for Wilson was his next school. On the advice of Herbert’s brother Jack, who had been HM Inspector of Technical Colleges, Wilson, now sixteen, was sent to Wirral Grammar School. Founded only a year before, in 1931, Jack’s feeling was the staff there had ‘got their name to make’. He was right: the school was staffed by ambitious young teachers. With the exception of the headteacher, none was over thirty years old. Wilson also had the unique advantage of being the school’s first, and sole, sixth-former, with the individual attention that came with it. In the post-16 education system as it then existed, Wilson chose History, with English and French, as subjects to be taken at ‘principal level’; at ‘subsidiary level’ he chose Latin and Maths. Wilson later reflected that he had pushed to do Maths as he wanted to study economics. His interests were developing. History was his passion, and he was inspired by his teacher, Mr P.L. Norrish, a Devonian who pushed Wilson from his comfort zone of nineteenth-century history, which he had previously studied, to learning about the seventeenth century.43 At home, the Wilsons read the Manchester Guardian: ‘We had taken it in our family from the time of my grandfather’s arrival in Manchester in 1860, and it was a matter of family pride that we were in part descended from the Taylors of Radcliffe, Lancashire, who were among the paper’s founders.’44


Another favourite teacher was Frank Allen, senior classics master, who had a great influence: ‘He had more effect on my political development in my later school years than anyone else. He was a Socialist, and a pacifist I would think …’45 Allen took Wilson to hear Sir Norman Angell speaking at Birkenhead after he had been awarded the Nobel Peace Prize in 1933. The international landscape was changing dramatically that year with Adolf Hitler appointed German chancellor on 30 January. Angell’s theory, expressed in his book The Great Illusion, seemed more important than ever. Angell’s argument was that the interconnected nature of the world meant that the idea that one state invading another with military force made the aggressor country richer was a fantasy: ‘… the conqueror is unable to take the wealth of a conquered territory, owing to the delicate interdependence of the financial world (an outcome of our credit and banking systems), which makes the financial and industrial security of the victor dependent upon financial and industrial security in all considerable civilized centres; so that widespread confiscation or destruction of trade and commerce in a conquered territory would react disastrously upon the conqueror.’46 Angell had also been a founder member of the Union of Democratic Control in 1914 that was convinced the cause of the war was a lack of democratic influence on international norms. MacDonald had been a leading light. Wilson was fascinated by Angell: ‘His speech made a more lasting impression on me than anything else I heard over the years.’47 As prime minister, Wilson, though never a pacifist, certainly had a reluctance to commit troops to actions abroad. Allen also inspired Wilson’s lifelong love of the D’Oyly Carte Opera Company, which staged Gilbert and Sullivan Savoy Operas around the country and internationally.


Allen had a further influence on Wilson, too. He was a fine cricketer and the school games coach.48 Now fully recovered physically after his typhoid scare, Wilson threw himself into sport at Wirral Grammar. The rugby involved a change of code: from the rugby league of Huddersfield to rugby union. It was a culture shock at first. It was not the ‘“Kick him, he’s still breathing” rugby league game I had often played … As the biggest boy around I was directed into the forward line and in the scrum I was penalized a number of times for tactics that would have won acclaim in the thirteen-a-side version of the game.’49 Wilson found athletics more to his liking, winning the Wirral Athletics Club’s Junior Cross Country Championship, and captaining the Wirral junior team in the Merseyside Championships. He had the build for it: he was light, with a long stride.50


Wilson also delivered his first public speech at Wirral Grammar School’s prize-giving at the Hulme Hall building in Port Sunlight in December 1933. Named after its ‘Sunlight Soap’ product, this was a model village built by Lever Brothers to accommodate soap-factory workers for a new works, expanding from its existing Warrington site. The guest of honour, Brigadier General Sir Harold Hartley, an expert in physical chemistry who later went into industry, was then an academic at Balliol College, Oxford. He commented that ‘This young man’s speech showed great promise’ on account of its factual content and touches of humour.51 Mastery of detail and wit were to become features of Wilson’s speeches in later life, and Wirral Grammar undoubtedly had a formative influence, but he always remained a Yorkshireman.


As time passed at Wirral Grammar, another great influence in Wilson’s life began to loom into view: Oxford University, where he was to read for a degree at Jesus College from 1934. On one level, Jesus College was an unusual destination for Wilson. It was closely associated with Wales, with historic endowments funding scholarships and exhibitions reserved for students from the Principality.52 Wilson’s application had arisen because Oxford colleges were grouped for the purposes of admissions: if there were insufficient places for the number of suitable candidates at one college, surplus students could be moved to another college within the set. Wilson had applied to a group of six colleges led by Merton College. His headteacher, James Moir, who was something of an intellectual snob, decided that his star pupil, Wilson, should apply for a place at Oxford on an Open Scholarship. Surprisingly, perhaps, Wilson’s teacher Mr Norrish was against this, on the basis that he thought that if Wilson did badly, it would count against him in a future application. After all, Wilson was applying during his second year at Wirral Grammar School, a year earlier than he needed to, the proper time in the education system of the 1930s being after the third year when he would have received his Higher School Certificate. Eventually, Norrish relented, and facilitated a few days of revision for Wilson before he went up for interview.


As with many state school Oxford applicants, Wilson later identified an element of chance in making a good impression on his interviewer, Norrish once again playing a significant role: ‘It had been my good fortune that my history master was himself working for a London University external degree, writing a thesis on Robert Spencer, third Earl of Sunderland … and he used to borrow the relevant books by post from some university library.’53 Spencer is an ancestor of both Winston Churchill and Princess Diana; Charles II, King from 1660 to 1685, had been on the throne when he was born in 1675. Wilson remembered a point about Charles II but could not recall where he had read it. About to leave the interview, he suddenly remembered the author, and the conversation continued for a further ten minutes, when he was convinced he made a favourable impression. On the following Monday, a proud Herbert and Ethel opened their Manchester Guardian to discover that their son had been offered a £60 Open Exhibition to read Modern History at Jesus College.


There was still a problem, since the estimated cost of living at Oxford, taking into account the need for board and lodging, was £300 per year. Wilson had a £240 shortfall to make up. Norrish got cold feet again, thinking Wilson should remain at school for a further year. It was Moir who intervened, and spoke to the county education authorities to press for more money for Wilson, who had missed out on a more lucrative county scholarship. A dozen had been awarded and Wilson had been placed tenth on the list, but, since at least three had to go to girls and the top nine were boys, he had not qualified. Moir succeeded, and Wilson was awarded a grant. Herbert did all he could too, and Brotherton’s increased his salary by a couple of pounds a week so he could assist. When Wilson later won prizes at Oxford, it not only made his parents proud, it also vindicated Moir, who, remembering the efforts he had had to make, telephoned the county authorities and said, ‘Will you [just] listen to me next time?’54


The chance of an Oxbridge education, with all the transformative effect that had, was accompanied by another change that was to dramatically alter Wilson’s personal life. During his Higher School Certificate examinations Wilson met Gladys Mary Baldwin. Given that another of his life’s loves was to be statistics, it was fitting that they met as a consequence of a bet on numbers. Wilson was seeking a break from revising with a visit to a local tennis club to watch his father compete. The match was not, however, of the type that involved a racquet. Rather, his father’s remarkable gift for mental arithmetic was being tested. Herbert could – within a matter of seconds – multiply two numbers of up to five digits each. When the senior chemist at rival firm Lever Brothers reacted with disbelief that anyone could do this, a five-shilling wager was offered, to be settled at the tennis club. Herbert duly answered five questions within fifteen seconds each, and the bet was won. For Wilson himself, the event offered more than entertainment and vindication for his father. He saw his future wife playing tennis. His gift for finding a strategic route to a particular objective was already in evidence as he purchased a racquet and joined the club. Within a week, he and Mary were, as he put it, ‘walking out’.55 He later told his friend, the journalist Ernest Kay, that it was truly love at first sight: ‘She looked lovely in white. It was in the summer of 1934. We met regularly and we became engaged just three weeks after our very first meeting.’56


Mary – as she became known later, ending the use of the first name ‘Gladys’ – was from Diss, a small market town in Norfolk, where she had been born on 12 January 1916.57 Her father, Rev. Daniel Baldwin, was the Congregationalist minister there. Like Wilson, her childhood had involved moving home on more than one occasion. First, the family moved to Cambridgeshire, then on to Nottinghamshire. There, she became ill, before being sent away to the now-closed Milton Mount College, a boarding school at Worth Park, near Crawley, founded for the purpose of educating the daughters of Congregationalist ministers. Her father, meanwhile, moved on to Penrith in the Lake District in Cumbria. Mary left school in 1932. She did not think her parents could afford to send her to university, so she instead spent two years learning shorthand and typing. Forced to move to find work, she secured employment as a typist at the Lever Brothers works in Port Sunlight.


A committed Congregationalist like Wilson, Mary attended the same church as him on Sundays, at nearby Rockferry, but they had not met as he and his sister Marjorie had been frequenting the morning service, she the evening. If their faith was what they had in common, they were temperamentally very different. Mary’s passion was poetry: she was a private person, not drawn to the public life that was Wilson’s aim. Wilson reflected that, had she genuinely thought he would achieve his ambitions in life, she might have run away at the start. It was 4 July 1934, the day King George V opened the Mersey Tunnel. Wilson was eighteen, and he told Mary he was going to become an MP, and then prime minister.58 Fortunately for him, Mary thought that this was unlikely to happen.





Chapter 2



Owed it to his family to be a success


Oxford and Beveridge, 1934–42


Harold Wilson arrived at Jesus College, Oxford, in October 1934 with great opportunities in front of him. His commitment was crucial to his success at Oxford, as he put in the hours needed to excel. He later judged that it was when he ‘speedily learnt what hard work meant’.1 College life transformed Wilson from a student of great potential into an academic of the highest rank, as he achieved the top mark across Oxford University in his final examinations in the school of Politics, Philosophy and Economics. It was a stunning achievement for anyone; for the boy from Colne Valley, it was a source of great pride, and he added to it prestigious university prizes that marked him out as one of most gifted scholars of his generation in any field. This, in turn, led to his association with the great social reformer and administrator William Beveridge, and a job in the wartime civil service.


Wilson’s phenomenal memory gave him a major advantage over other students: ‘He could remember an incredible amount of detail with uncanny accuracy for dates, figures and statistics.’2 Yet, as with so many of Wilson’s achievements in life, determination and adaptability were crucial in allowing him to make the most of his innate ability. He could always learn from his mistakes. His initial attempt to win an award at Oxford ended in failure. When he submitted an essay for the Cecil Peace Prize on the private manufacture of armaments, his ‘entry was submitted more in the form of a declamatory sermon than a serious study and brought him no success’.3 It did not take him long to work out what he needed to do to succeed, under the tutelage of Albert – Bert – Goodwin. Born in Sheffield, he was, like Wilson, a Yorkshire grammar school boy who had won financial assistance, in the form of a scholarship, to Jesus College in 1924. In 1931, he had become a fellow of the college; Wilson was one of his first students. A tall, thin man with horn-rimmed spectacles, he had a deadpan humour and down-to-earth manner.4 Wilson was inspired to emulate his tutor in another important respect. Goodwin had won the Gladstone Memorial Prize as an undergraduate in 1926 with an essay on the Abbey of St Edmundsbury; Wilson was to win it ten years later. Awarded for a thesis on British history, politics or economics, and established in memory of four-time Victorian era Liberal prime minister William Gladstone, it was, and is, one of the most prestigious academic prizes in universities across the world. Competition to win it is incredibly fierce; no less a historian than A.J.P. Taylor missed out on it in 1929. With a nod to his mother’s family, Wilson chose as his subject ‘The State and the Railways 1823–63’. Goodwin provided a reading list; Wilson mined the references in the publications to find more and more information. There was a clear link to Gladstone himself, who, as president of the Board of Trade from 1843 to 1845, had piloted through the House of Commons what became the Railway Act 1844. He was attempting to provide co-ordination to the various railways that had been constructed around the country, and reserved the power of nationalisation to the government as an option if private enterprise failed.5


Two of the three terms in Wilson’s second year were spent producing his 18,000-word essay. The rules specified 12,500 words as the length, but Goodwin told Wilson that meant no more than 18,000: ‘an early example of academic inflation’ as he later reflected.6 Utilising Liverpool’s Picton Library during vacations, Wilson produced a remarkable piece of work. Tightly structured, and argued with authority, it draws on a wide-ranging bibliography of primary and secondary sources with no fewer than four hundred footnotes. Wilson traces the development of railways back to the early days when everything was left to private enterprise: while this meant that tracks would appear in certain parts of the country, it was no way to produce a national network. This laissez-faire attitude was changed decisively by the Gladstone Act.


Wilson’s case was that ‘into the unsettled England of the eighteen-twenties the locomotive burst its way, heralding the new industrial order of which it was to form so important a part. It was an answer to the demand of the age, for an efficient means of preserving the new division of labour, between industry and industry, district and district, and in its wider aspect, town and country.’ The work of Gladstone at the Board of Trade was seminal: ‘It is not because of this reform or that proposal that his work will go down in history, but because he realised that the whole railway question must be considered in its relation to the state.’ Wilson observed: ‘The railway system was the first privately-owned public utility of its size and importance in this country … the tentative policy of the state over the period of railway development was there-fore of great importance in determining the attitude of the state to future public utilities, which in the twentieth century have come to play an increasingly important part in national life.’ Wilson then drew a broader conclusion about the significance of his research: ‘It is a tendency with many people – and politicians are not immune – to regard “history as complete”, that is, to think of the present time as unique in world history, and to think that what has been said, and that what has been done in connection with a particular social or economic problem, is all that can be said and done about it. If the study of the growth of the British railway system contributes to the undermining of this tendency, it is well worth while.’7 A detailed, careful piece of work that was well-argued and pragmatic, recognising the wider significance of particular events, it showcased many of the skills that Wilson relied on in his political career.


It also drove Wilson on to further achievements. Such was the esteem in which the winner of the Gladstone essay prize was held that the award was given on Honorary Degree Day, at which Wilson read a one-page extract from the essay. Among those listening was the then foreign secretary and future prime minister, Anthony Eden. Also there were his parents Herbert and Ethel, together with Mary: an incredibly proud moment for them. Yet Wilson did not rest. Next he secured the George Webb Medley Junior Economic Scholarship, for which he sat an exam in October 1936, at the start of Oxford University’s Michaelmas term. He struggled with economic theory but excelled in economic organisation, focusing on the Co-operative movement in Colne Valley: he always preferred practically applied ideas to abstract theory. He opened his first bank account with the £100 prize.8 Later, he added the Senior Economics Scholarship: he now had the formula for success and made the most of it.


Wilson was also assisted by the change of undergraduate course he made in January 1935. Oxford University degrees required the passing of two sets of examinations. For Wilson, the preliminary examination was taken at the end of his first term, then his final examinations (‘Finals’) at the end of his third year in 1937. On arrival at Oxford, his economics set books included the future Labour chancellor of the exchequer Hugh Dalton’s Public Finance and he had to grapple with heavy Latin set texts. His ferocious work ethic carried him through, and, by December 1934, as he contemplated what his interests were for the next two years, he was seriously considering swapping subjects. Philosophy, Politics and Economics (PPE) was known as ‘Modern Greats’. Founded in 1921, it was to become the quintessential Oxford degree, with its students going on to senior positions in the professions, politics, government, and public life in Britain and across the world. With his political ambitions and passion for economics, it seemed an ideal choice for Wilson. Oxford did not offer the opportunity to study economics on its own, only in combination with other subjects. PPE allowed him to develop his interest in economics while also giving him the chance to continue his study of history through the politics section of the course: ‘Not least because of my political ambitions I wanted to go on to read economics, which in the Oxford of those days meant a Final Honours course called Philosophy, Politics and Economics (PPE). But of course my scholarship was in history.’9


The college principal at the time, Alfred Hazel, whose permission Wilson needed to make the change, was a lawyer who had held a parliamentary seat for four years, having been elected in the Liberal Party landslide of 1906. While sympathetic to Wilson’s request, he and the other college dons made the switch conditional upon Wilson passing an examination in German at the start of Oxford’s Hilary term after the Christmas holiday. That was because PPE required its entrants to pass two languages; Wilson had French but no other. Over the festive season he worked away at unseen German texts before scraping through the examination itself: in itself a piece of luck as Goodwin gave him a paper he had already completed with the help of a dictionary as part of his preparation. Wilson learned from the scare, and wisely switched to Italian, which he found much easier to learn, building on his Latin and French.


Alongside the pressures of work Wilson had to cope with being away from home for extended periods in a way he had not done previously: a common issue for state school students at Oxford who have not been to private boarding schools. He shared a room with a Welsh Foundation Scholar, A.H.J. Thomas from Tenby, who met with his approval. Thomas’ father was a plumber, and, like Wilson, he had a distinct accent. Wilson wrote home: ‘He is an exceptionally nice fellow and we get on well. We seem to have similar tastes – both keen on running, neither on smoking or drinking and have similar views on food.’ His experience at Scout camps at least gave him some practice of managing his affairs independently, and he busied himself with the laundry and other domestic chores.10 He kept up his participation in sport, including football and tennis, and maintained his passion for athletics, running regularly on the famous Iffley Road track where Roger Bannister was to run the first sub-four-minute mile in 1954. Wilson was never close to achieving a ‘Blue’ – a place in the Varsity team – but he did manage a creditable seventh place in a field of sixteen for the second Varsity team in a competition against Reading Athletics Club.


Wilson’s work-hard, play-hard approach was not unusual in Oxford, but he was not someone who also built a network of contacts for use in later life. His later political opponents and colleagues Edward Heath, Denis Healey and Roy Jenkins took full advantage of the Oxford social scene at Balliol College, as did the likes of Richard Crossman, Hugh Gaitskell and Douglas Jay at New College. Wilson focused on his academic work. One reason for this was his background. His loyalty was to his parents: he knew the sacrifices they had made to give him the opportunity to study at Oxford, and he never wanted to let them down. Eric Sharpe, a future Baptist minister, who lived in a room beneath Wilson’s in his first year at Oxford, observed: ‘he felt he owed it to his family to be a success’.11


That is not to say Wilson remained a total outsider to student politics. Once he had finished his very intense first term and moved across to PPE, he started to attend party meetings on a regular basis. First, he tried the Oxford University Labour Club, but was unimpressed: ‘What I felt I could not stomach was all those Marxist public school products rambling on about exploited workers and the need for a socialist revolution.’ Wilson – even in retirement – continued to claim that he had never read Marx, and said that when he purported to quote him in trade discussions with leaders of the Soviet Union, he was making it up! When nobody noticed, Wilson assumed any inaccuracies were blamed on translation issues.12 Wilson was always impatient with those who would put their own desire for ideological purity above the need for realistic, practical action to improve people’s lives.


Nonetheless, his next political move raised questions: becoming a member of the Liberal Club, where he met Frank Byers, later a Liberal MP.13 Byers served as president, with Wilson as treasurer. Some commentators have used this to claim that Wilson was never a true Labour tribalist and that he really was a Liberal. The journalist Paul Foot advanced this view in an assessment of Wilson published in 1968, when his premiership was at a low point: ‘The moral force of Campbell-Bannerman, the grandeur of Gladstone, the electoral weakness of the Labour Party, even after 1935, the Marxism of the Labour Club, which absorbed the communist October Club in December 1935, the facts of parliamentary life as taught by Mr McCallum – all these combined to maintain Harold Wilson’s Liberal allegiances.’14 R.B. McCallum was a politics don at Pembroke College who had taught Wilson political institutions in his final two years as an undergraduate, and the Manchester Guardian’s Oxford correspondent. He wrote to Foot identifying two important aspects of Wilson’s views as expressed in tutorials: ‘… the moral force (I suppose it would now be called charismatic) of Campbell-Bannerman … [and] … I probably drew his attention to the case for specialist committees in the House of Commons ….’15 Wilson had already paid homage to the statue of the Liberal prime minister, as a boy, and was fascinated by detail: that he was intrigued by the mechanics of government scrutiny in the House of Commons is no surprise. Yet such points do not explain why Wilson was drawn to the Liberal Club. One of Wilson’s critical biographers, Dudley Smith, wrote that he had ‘joined the Liberal Club hoping, no doubt, to convert the faithfuls to Socialism. He was unsuccessful – his art of persuasion had still not reached a sufficiently high state of professionalism.’16 Wilson himself was honest in his own assessment: ‘Ignorance and vanity persuaded me that I might convert them to a middle-of-the road Colne Valley standpoint. I failed …’17


Yet it would be wrong to suggest Wilson’s politics was only about pragmatism. His interest in the battle of ideas found expression in regular discussion classes that he attended with G.D.H. Cole. Cole linked the intellectual base of politics with its frontline: an economics don at University College when Wilson met him, he had also served on the National Economic Advisory Council set up by MacDonald’s second Labour government. Cole was a thin, bird-like, all-knowing, slightly eccentric academic. His nephew, Oliver Postgate, created the children’s television animation Bagpuss, in which the character of the wooden woodpecker, Professor Yaffle, was based partly on his uncle.18


Wilson thoroughly enjoyed sitting in Cole’s room in groups of eight to ten students, smoking and talking about great intellectual questions. Cole’s socialism had strong elements in common with Wilson’s, most obviously the distrust of Marxism. There were differences: Cole was a guild socialist who believed in workers themselves controlling industry, which would be organised in trade-related ‘guilds’. He argued that this was not ‘purely Utopian, but constructive and practical.’19 Wilson did not agree, but remained persuaded of the power of the state to intervene in the economy, not least because of the issue of unemployment, which he felt in a very personal sense.


The defining feature of Wilson’s undergraduate years was, in any event, his remarkable academic achievement. He secured the top overall mark in PPE Finals. Until recent years, Oxford used a grading system based on the Greek alphabet, with an alpha mark as the top level. Wilson was awarded seventeen alpha or alpha-minus marks, and a ‘beta ?plus plus plus’. In economic theory, he achieved the first-ever alpha-plus mark in PPE Finals.20 Typically, it was for a quantitative analysis: a geometric diagram had to be used as a proof, rather than an analysis of abstract ideas. As with so many Wilson accomplishments, others sought to offer less than charitable reasons for his success. One of the examiners, Maurice Allen, said his papers were unoriginal and that he played to the views of the dons who he knew were marking specific papers.21 The allegation that he was cunning was never far from Wilson, even at this early stage. But this analysis does not bear great scrutiny. He may well have researched the interests and views of those dons who would consider his answers. Propounding arguments on an academic’s specialist field carries risk, though: they will, almost inevitably, know more about that area than any student – even one as brilliant as Wilson. It is not credible to suggest that so many high marks came about because Wilson repeatedly gave the arguments of his markers back to them. There is a much simpler explanation: he had comprehensive knowledge for every paper, the ability to apply it to the particular question set, and the critical skills to provide in-depth analysis of the academic debate under timed conditions.


His euphoria was, unfortunately, short-lived as he received the news that his father had lost his job at Brotherton’s. Herbert was to endure another period of unemployment, this time for eighteen months, before securing a job as a supervisor at an explosives manufacturer in Liskeard in Cornwall, a 300-mile journey from the Wirral, and another place to which the Wilsons would be incomers with no prior links, reinforcing Wilson’s sense of being slightly apart from the community. Though his Webb Medley Junior Scholarship offered £300 per year, Wilson could not take it for granted that he would win, so, in 1937, he applied for a job as a journalist at the Manchester Guardian. McCallum provided the recommendation for him to the editor William P. Crozier. Wilson was offered a temporary holiday job with a view to something permanent, but turned it down as soon as news came through that he had secured the Webb Medley. Wilson immediately set about paying back his parents for all their support by helping with the rent on the Brotherton’s company flat that they still occupied despite Herbert ceasing his employment with the firm. This support continued when his father moved to Cornwall, with his mother joining him on a permanent basis in 1939.


Wilson’s academic performance was outstanding, but he was also in the right place at the right time that summer. Beveridge had just taken over as master of University College, having left the London School of Economics (LSE). He asked two other former lecturers at LSE, now at Oxford, to recommend a research assistant: Wilson was their stand-out choice. Beveridge’s ambition was sweeping. In February 1936, John Maynard Keynes had published his General Theory of Employment, Interest and Money. Beveridge was unimpressed as he regarded Keynes as a theorist, so he responded with his Analysis of Unemployment: as he put it, ‘an example of studying unemployment by observations and not by concepts.’22 Now, Beveridge wanted to ‘begin applying the same procedure to the Trade Cycle, the mysterious alternation between boom and depression which dominated economic life till World War II.’23 He thought highly of Wilson, whom he described as a ‘… first-rate research student doing just what I am going about saying all research students should do: that is, working on a problem that I want solved and on which I am working myself, in place of writing a thesis to please himself.’24 Wilson did register a title for a doctoral thesis: ‘Aspects of the Demand for Labour in Great Britain’. He never completed it, though he did try to pursue an academic career.


On two occasions, he applied to Oxford’s All Souls’ College. Founded in 1438, All Souls has no undergraduates; rather, Oxford graduates and postgraduates compete for the prestigious fellowships. Had he succeeded, Wilson would have had a quiet but challenging academic life. In 1937, after Finals, he applied by sitting an examination. He completed a history paper and lunched with another candidate, Arthur Brown, who recalled: ‘Harold scared me by talking all the time about his answers to the questions on this morning’s history paper’.25 Brown secured a fellowship; Wilson did not. The following year, 1938, Wilson tried again, this time via the method of submitting a thesis. Wilson sent in his Gladstone prize-winning essay. Again, he failed. Given the level of competition, Wilson’s failure is not as surprising as it may seem. But it did hurt him. He did not speak of it in public, and he did not mention anything about it in his own published works. Perhaps his style was too formulaic; perhaps it was the case that others simply displayed more effective analytical skills. Either way, All Souls was not for him. It clearly rankled: when it came to his autobiography and writing about his academic career, it is not even mentioned.26


In contrast, the Beveridge approach of gathering voluminous facts was, on the face of it, ideally suited to him. With his love of numbers, he should have been his element, assisting Beveridge in seeking to explain why economies moved between phases of boom and slump using a statistical analysis of changes since 1870. His personality and mode of working was, however, less congenial to Wilson. While Beveridge, with his long nose, white hair and neat suits, had the look of a wise uncle, he had an extraordinary self-assurance and was a difficult person to manage. Wilson thought he was ‘a devil to work for’.27 Kingsley Martin, editor of the New Statesman, described Beveridge as a ‘despot who resented criticism’.28


Beveridge, who had been an assistant commissioner helping Sidney and Beatrice Webb on the royal commission on the Poor Law from 1906 to 1909, had ingrained views. He thought that there was no army of people ‘genuinely seeking work’. Wilson disproved this by visiting labour exchanges and poring over the vacancy records. He found that the issue was not that unemployed people were failing to obtain work; rather, the statistics showed that fewer than one in twenty of advertised vacancies actually led to a job.29 This ability to challenge an argument using facts was a major strength of Wilson’s, and gave him the confidence to stand up to the self-assured Beveridge.


In the long four-month Oxford summer vacation, Beveridge gave Wilson three weeks’ holiday before settling into his exhausting routine at his Wiltshire cottage in Avebury. Beveridge started the day with a cold swim, then roused Wilson at seven o’clock with a cup of tea before they began work in a crammed room above a barn, with two hours completed before breakfast. If that was stifling, worse still was Beveridge’s cousin Jessie Mair who was also at the house: ‘Where Beveridge was difficult to live with, she was almost impossible,’ Wilson recalled.30 She was an intimidating presence, and Wilson was left having to partner her at bridge every evening, being subjected to her ferocious assessment after each hand.


Wilson sought solace in teaching. He was recommended for a lecturing post at New College and notched up another remarkable academic achievement: he was an Oxford don at the age of twenty-one. Great ability doesn’t necessarily equate to fine teaching quality, but Wilson flourished in the role. Teaching at such a young age brings challenges. Students are closer in age than academic colleagues, meaning that authority needs to be established quickly.31 His first pupil was someone who was the same age as him: a mathematics graduate, David Worswick, who was studying for a one-year economics diploma prior to taking the entrance examination for the civil service. Wilson also taught third-year PPE undergraduates – characteristically, the more practical ‘Economic Organisation’ rather than economic theory – and they would only have been a year younger than him. In addition, New College had a strong link to the expensive Winchester private school. Wilson found its former pupils difficult, observing that they ‘shared one trait in common: they were all extremely bright and, after a couple of tutorials with me, more or less allowed it to be known that they knew more economics than I would ever know.’32 At least it meant Wilson had some experience of dealing with Wykehamists before they played such a significant part in his political career. His discomfiture was in any event short-lived as, after two terms, he moved to University College in a more senior role as a research fellow, allowing him to continue his work with Beveridge, but also retaining some teaching duties. With it came an annual stipend of £400, rooms in college and free meals. Wilson now had the opportunity of an academic career if he wanted one.


Yet his eye remained on politics, as he left the Liberals and joined the Oxford University Labour Club. In February 1938, Wilson resigned from the Eighty Club: a now-closed London gentleman’s club aligned to the Liberal Party. The Labour Party was shifting. It was in a desperate situation in the 1931–35 parliament, when the triumvirate of George Lansbury, the party leader from 1932, Stafford Cripps and Clement Attlee shared the duties of leader of the opposition between them to keep the office functioning in parliament. With Attlee as leader – initially on a temporary basis when George Lansbury resigned – Labour started to develop a policy programme. Hugh Dalton wrote Practical Socialism for Britain in 1935; Douglas Jay wrote The Socialist Case in 1937. Yet it was G.D.H. Cole’s powerful arguments about poverty as a great ill in society, and his libertarian version of socialism, as distinct from Marxism, that inspired Wilson. Later, he wrote: ‘It was G.D.H. Cole as much as any man who finally pointed me in the direction of the Labour Party. His social and economic theories made it intellectually respectable. My attitudes had been clarifying for some time and the catalyst was the unemployment situation.’33 He added: ‘My religious upbringing and practical studies of economics and unemployment in which I had been engaged in Oxford combined in one single thought: unemployment was not only a severe fault of government, but it was in some way evil, and an affront to the country it afflicted.’34


Late-1930s British politics was dominated by debate on Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain’s policy of appeasement. The national became local in the Oxford by-election of 27 October 1938 held after the death of the sitting Conservative MP. Labour’s Patrick Gordon Walker, later a cabinet minister under Wilson, and the Liberals’ Ivor Davies, stood down to give a clear run to A.D. Lindsay, the master of Balliol, who stood as an Independent Progressive. He faced Quintin Hogg, later Lord Hailsham, a supporter of Chamberlain. On 30 September 1938, Chamberlain had concluded his Munich Agreement with Adolf Hitler, ceding the Czechoslovakian German-speaking Sudetenland to the Nazis, before returning to Heston Aerodrome to declare that he had secured ‘peace for our time’. With Winston Churchill denouncing the agreement in the House of Commons, Lindsay’s campaign was a full-throated attack: ‘A Vote for Hogg is a Vote for Hitler’. Future top-rank politicians such as Edward Heath and Roy Jenkins threw themselves into the campaign for Lindsay. Hogg held the seat with a reduced majority of 3,434 votes, down from 6,645 in 1935. Yet there is no sign of Wilson playing an active part in this. When he recalled it for his memoirs he had all the details of the by-election – even the year – wrong.35 This is an indication of Wilson’s state of mind at the time: while he had completed his conversion to Labour from the Liberals, it was the progress of his academic career that took precedence.


Wilson’s reputation as an expert in the field of unemployment was confirmed as he travelled to Dundee to give a paper on unemployment at the annual gathering of the British Association for the Advancement of Science. Mary, to whom he had become formally engaged in the summer of 1938, was living at Preesall near Fleetwood, with her father in charge of the local Congregational Church. Wilson called there on the way to Scotland in his Wolseley Hornet. However, his idea of delivering an impressive lecture to an admiring hall of people was upset by Hitler invading Poland on 1 September. The room emptied: ‘There was little to hear but the roar of car exhausts as I read my paper.’ Wilson returned south to Oxford, knowing his life was about to change irrevocably, picking up Mary on the way.36


On 3 September, Britain and France declared war on Nazi Germany. Wilson registered at the local employment exchange under the Military Service Act. He was categorised as a ‘specialist’ and after some days ‘war work’ was found for him. The old Potato Marketing Board, now titled Potato Control at the Ministry of Food, was being evacuated to Oxford. With the trade channels functioning normally in this period of the ‘phoney war’ with no immediate Luftwaffe bombing, there was a job to do: Wilson was registered as a temporary clerk; Mary took a job at the same place.37 The outbreak of war also led Wilson to bring forward the date of his marriage to Mary, to New Year’s Day 1940.


A quarter of a century later, the Sunday Times journalist Hunter Davies interviewed Mary and wrote a feature on the Wilsons’ wedding as they were spending their silver wedding anniversary at their bungalow in the Scilly Isles. The ceremony was ‘really a rush job. They hadn’t intended to get married till the spring. They thought then it would be nice to have a fairly big wedding and a honeymoon in the Scilly Isles. But the war had begun. Nobody knew what was going to happen.’ Wilson was expecting to be called up for military service; in the meantime, he and Mary took up residence in a one-room flat on South Parks Road in Oxford. They were to experience married life with him as an Oxford don for a brief time: Mary loved it, and, in the many years ahead when she sought to guard her family’s privacy, it was a period she looked back on as to how their life might have been. These were always the halcyon days as far as she was concerned, and it is easy to see why. Wilson had a role that made him happy, and Mary could support him without any concern about how the couple were perceived by anyone else. Oxford, with its exquisite architecture and layers of history, was an ideal location for Mary to have lived a thoughtful, contemplative life. In the community of the university’s scholars, there was intellectual stimulation, but it was protected from the prying eyes of the outside world.


The wedding was in the chapel at Mansfield College, the venue demonstrating the continuing significance of Congregationalism in Wilson’s life, given the roots of the institution. Initially based in Birmingham as Spring Hill College, it moved to Oxford and was opened in 1889, with the primary reason for its establishment to ‘provide a high-class theological education for men who intended to enter the Congregational Ministry’.3 The service was conducted by the College Principal, Dr Nathaniel Micklem, with Mary’s father, Rev. David Baldwin, assisting. Mary did not say ‘I obey’: she said ‘I’m a great feminist, not for myself, just for all women to be treated as equals.’ The reception was at the Park Royal, a nearby private hotel. There was no champagne: both sides of their religious family being teetotal. Wilson, and the majority of the guests, were in academic dress. Beveridge could not make it, and sent two red Venetian glass bowls. The best man was an Oxford friend, Patrick Duncan, who was at that time waiting to join the Indian civil service. He was killed on the North-West Frontier just after the war. The honeymoon was spent at the Cotswold village of Minster Lovell: the happy couple had to leave early as it was getting foggier – the driver of the hire car issued an ultimatum. It was not romantic. They both had colds and brought a stack of books. Mary read Busman’s Honeymoon, by Dorothy Sayers. Sadly, her own honeymoon was interrupted after a week by a telegram from Beveridge calling Wilson back to help with research on the trade cycle.3


Ironically, as Wilson began to publish his own work, Beveridge’s property at Avebury closed for the duration. His first academic article appeared in Economica in May 1940: he considered industrial production between 1717 and 1786 with the aim of establishing the concept of a trade cycle.40 The method of analysing detailed statistics to establish economic phenomena was pure Beveridge: Wilson was learning from the master in the field. The link to Beveridge also helped with Wilson becoming a wartime civil servant. After only a few weeks back in Oxford, Wilson was invited for interview at the Ministry of Supply. The director of statistics questioned whether he had seen the article in that week’s Economist about mobilisation of the wartime economy, and how he would summarise it for a ministerial brief. Wilson answered fluently before confessing that he had written the article. A job offer followed; he and Mary moved to London, with temporary rooms in Earl’s Court and then Dolphin Square, Pimlico, before they settled in a rented flat in Twickenham. However, Wilson was not inspired by the work. He tried to move to the Ministry of Food but was blocked by the department, which could not spare him.41


Then, unexpectedly, Wilson was rewarded for his trip to Dundee. Not all his listeners had dashed back home during his speech. In April 1940, he received a telephone call from Stanley Dennison, economics professor at Newcastle, who remembered Wilson from the event. Dennison was working in the Cabinet Office as economic adviser to Jean Monnet, chairman in London of the Anglo-French Co-ordinating Committee, concerned with the economic and trade aspects of the alliance. He needed a research statistician: Wilson was ideal, and became its joint secretary, moving into the extension to the Scotland Yard buildings opposite Downing Street. His role was to report on available supply routes as ports and territory were taken by the invading German armies. It turned out that Dennison was not the only significant link Wilson made in Dundee. Also there was Alec Cairncross, an economist who was then also a wartime civil servant who was willing to recommend him to colleagues.42 With a remarkable mind and his rimmed spectacles on his sharp nose, Cairncross exuded authority.


The appointment was short-lived. On 10 May 1940, with the Wehrmacht sweeping through the Low Countries, Winston Churchill had taken over as prime minister, putting together a war cabinet of five along with Lord Halifax, his predecessor Neville Chamberlain, Labour leader Clement Attlee and his deputy Arthur Greenwood. The month after the fall of France at the end of June 1940, the Anglo-French Co-ordinating Committee collapsed. Yet, a strength of the civil service between 1939 and 1945 was the way it adapted to mobilising the whole of society for the war effort, both in its changing structures and its personnel, blending capable outsiders like Wilson with existing staff. The historian Peter Hennessy wrote that the Second World War was the ‘high point of achievement in the history of the British Civil Service’.43


Thus, Wilson found Dennison and himself merged with the economic section of the Cabinet Secretariat led by John Jewkes, an economics professor at Merton College, Oxford. Wilson’s task was to assess the capacity to supply the war effort, bringing an economist’s eye to manpower requirements across industry. He served with other economists, including another future Labour MP, Evan Durbin. He was very worried: ‘… in the principal munitions factories, in aircraft and tank production above all, there was a chronic shortage of skilled engineers and a considerable lack even of semi-skilled.’44 His concern deepened as the Blitz began with an average of two hundred Luftwaffe aeroplanes bombing London daily from 7 September to 3 November. Initially, Mary stayed with Wilson’s parents in Cornwall, then moved to Oxford. When Wilson was working overnight, he either watched the fires from the roof or slept with other civil servants on mattresses in a building on Richmond Terrace at the heart of Whitehall: ‘in a makeshift dormitory … more or less fully clothed and rolled up in an army blanket’.45 When Mary returned to London, they decided to move from the top-floor flat in Twickenham. It was dangerous: Mary had become a shelter warden, and, for safety, she and Wilson were sleeping on a mattress in the ground-floor hall. Thus, they moved to a flat on the Little Green in Richmond. They remained unscathed, though their cat Kubla Khan was killed one night in a bombing raid that hit the local cattery, while Wilson and Mary were back at Oxford for the weekend.


By then, Wilson had moved to a new role. The general secretary of the Transport and General Workers’ Union, Ernest Bevin, had entered parliament unopposed in the Wandsworth Central by-election on 22 June 1940. Churchill had appointed him as minister for Labour and National Service and wished to secure a seat for him. A thick-set man, Bevin had an imposing physique and a powerful personality. Having risen through the ranks of the trade union movement, he was dominant in any company. He turned to Beveridge to carry out a study of how effectively workers were being utilised in the economy, and, on 28 June, Beveridge was confirmed as commissioner for Manpower Survey, and, in August, was appointed as chair of a cross-departmental Manpower Requirements Committee. Beveridge immediately turned to his old research assistant for help, so Wilson became its joint secretary. Douglas Jay, who had started work as a civil servant at the Ministry of Supply in December 1940, observed Beveridge presiding over the Manpower Requirements Committee with Wilson as secretary: ‘There they both were across the table in a large Whitehall committee room, rather like an owl and a sparrow: Beveridge, august, white-haired, venerable and dogmatic; and Wilson diminutive, chubby and chirpy.’46 Later, Beveridge reflected that their work had been crucial in the war effort: ‘The most important recommendation was that, whatever the size formally approved for each of the fighting forces, the actual calling up of men should depend on the supply of munitions for them.’47 In January 1941, Bevin adopted this principle as war cabinet policy.


By then, Beveridge himself had moved on. An under-secretary at the Ministry of Labour had fallen ill, so, at Christmas 1940, Beveridge was asked to provide cover, in charge of the Military Service Department. Beveridge then asked Wilson to become head of the ministry’s Manpower, Statistics and Intelligence branch. Wilson accepted, and was joined by another familiar face, G.D.H. Cole, who was responsible for local fieldwork. This did not, however, bring stability for Wilson. Beveridge and Bevin were soon to clash: both were strong-willed, single-minded men. The issue of contention was the compulsory call-up of women to the armed forces. As Beveridge recalled: ‘Ernest Bevin’s answer to my argument for immediate conscription of women was to procrastinate – and to part from me.’48 Bevin looked for other roles for Beveridge to move him out of the way, and, in doing so, was to find one that was to result in a fundamental shift in the whole direction of post-war domestic policy. On 9 June 1941, Beveridge left the Ministry of Labour and National Service for two new roles. The first was as chair of the Committee on Skilled Men in Services, considering whether engineers were being best utilised in the armed forces, and whether more needed to be called up. Wilson – again – became secretary. It was with regard to the second post found for Beveridge that Wilson made an uncharacteristic error. Beveridge was asked to chair an inter-departmental committee on Social Insurance and Allied Services. He was keen to appoint Wilson as the secretary, but this time his former research assistant decided his other work was simply too much to allow him to take it on.


The final work, published in December 1942, came to be known by just the surname of its author. The Beveridge Report shaped the welfare policy of Clement Attlee’s post-war Labour government and the whole post-war social security settlement. Ironically, it was probably political calculation that caused Wilson to turn down the role. Another opportunity had arisen at the Mines Department, which was looking for a head of its statistics branch. For an aspiring Labour politician, knowledge of the coal industry – employing hundreds of thousands of miners across the country and at the heart of working-class communities – would be invaluable for the future. With Wilson being asked to apply all the skills he had learned with Beveridge to compile and analyse detailed statistics, it seemed ideal.


Beveridge’s impact on Wilson was profound. He had an unrivalled understanding of administration: not only a unique ability to interpret information, and to devise the action that was required to enhance performance, but also a feel for what data needed to be collected in the first place. Like many highly talented people, Beveridge was irascible and difficult to manage. After all his efforts in tolerating his behaviour, patiently assisting him in the many tasks he took on, it was an irony that Wilson missed out on contributing to Beveridge’s greatest achievement. The man frozen out at the Ministry of Labour had managed to produce his most influential piece of writing from outside. As Wilson put it: ‘He became, for the first time, not a Whitehall expert, but a national figure, in some ways the harbinger of the kind of post-war world people wanted to see. Public opinion forced the adoption of his report by Parliament …’49 Wilson, however, could comfort himself with the fact that he was to thrive in the Mines Department, and his work was to contribute to his entry into parliament in the 1945 general election.





Chapter 3



New deal for coal


Into Parliament, 1942–45


In February 1942, Winston Churchill restructured his government. Hugh Dalton, minister for Economic Warfare, was moved to the Board of Trade. Then fifty-four, the Bishop Auckland MP was a veteran of 1930s Labour politics. As spokesperson on foreign policy, he had contributed to shifting the party from the pacifism of George Lansbury, leader from 1932 to 1935, to a position of opposition to appeasement only a few years later. Dalton also saw himself as a mentor to talented young politicians. His protégé at the time was Hugh Gaitskell, his principal private secretary at Economic Warfare, whom he persuaded to move with him to the Board of Trade. There, he appointed him his personal assistant. Aged only thirty-five, with dark wavy hair and a sharp mind, Gaitskell was one for the future.


It was not long before Wilson’s ability with statistics caught Dalton’s eye: ‘Among junior officials at the Mines Department was Harold Wilson, a don at University College, Oxford, who had worked with Beveridge, and was now showing a gift for forecasting, with quite uncanny accuracy, our monthly coal input.’1 The Board of Trade had three sub-ministries: Mines, Petroleum and Overseas Trade. Each had a political head: in the case of mining, it was David Grenfell, MP for the Welsh constituency of Gower. Every month, Grenfell chaired the Coal Production Council. Wilson’s job was to provide it with the figures.


There was a major issue with producing coal. As Dalton wrote: ‘We were producing too little and consuming too much, and the labour force in the industry was falling. Too many miners had joined the Army, and the average age left was too high.’2 While all this was correct, there was a more complex set of problems in the industry itself. In their seminal history of the South Wales miners during the twentieth century, Hywel Francis and Dai Smith thought that the cause of periodic fuel crises between 1941 and 1944 was ‘rooted in the indiscriminate closure of pits during the inter-war period, the depletion of the labour force by lack of opportunities, migration, now a military call-up which further increased the age of remaining miners, as well as the inadequate technical standards of Britain’s collieries.’3


Wilson’s attention to detail and eye for statistics proved vital in understanding the true cause of the problems. The European market for exporting coal had collapsed with the Nazi conquest of France. While this at first caused a labour surplus in the coalfields, those men left without work quickly moved to other industries such as munitions. This led to a mass of workers leaving the pits. In May 1941, Ernest Bevin tried to stem the flow with an essential work order, preventing colliers moving to other industries unless there was permission from the National Service Department.4 In July 1941, he broadcast an appeal for former miners to return to the pits. Wilson studied every statistic he could lay his hands on for the period from 1938 to 1941, considering events in the final year of peacetime as well as the situation in wartime.


Wilson saw through the coal owners, whose deceptively simple explanation was that not enough coal was being produced because men were not turning up for work. With support from the Conservative benches in the Commons, this issue of absenteeism was turned into a question of patriotism: the miners who were not getting out of bed in the mornings were not serving their country in time of peril. Wilson applied the Beveridge method: ask the right questions, collect detailed statistics and then draw conclusions. He dismissed the ‘innumerate owners’ whose arguments he dismantled skilfully. He found that the output ‘per man shift worked at the coal face … was only marginally lower, 2.94 against 2.95. The main explanation of the decline in output lay in the proportion of total shifts actually worked at the coalface, which in 1938–41 was down from 38.03 to 35.96 per cent.’5 The miners were turning up at pitheads, and those underground were working as hard as ever. The issue was that, as the number of miners working in the industry had reduced, a larger proportion of the loss was on the coalface, hence the issue with output. Since there was a minimum number of men required for safety work and other essential duties, it was at the coalface where the fall in numbers was most severe.


Brilliant though his analysis was, Wilson quickly worked out that flattery was the way to impress Dalton, who recorded in his diary in March 1942: ‘I hear tonight it is being said in the Mines Department, at least by [Harold] Wilson and his friends, that my paper on coal is “the best ever”.’6 The central question Dalton had to answer was on the organisation of the industry. There were three competing interests. First, there were the miners themselves, seeking better conditions and higher wages, looking on as other workers, often including the women in their own households, took home decent pay-packets from what they regarded as unskilled work in munitions factories. Second, there were the coal owners, looking for profit. As Grenfell himself later argued: ‘Colliery owners have done well out of coal. They have drawn high dividends from the old mines. Little new capital has been invested and few new mines have been opened since 1913, when the industry reached its highest level of employment and production.’7 Third, there was the government, seeking to raise output for the war effort.
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